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ABSTRACT
Living E xp ression s and T h eir E ffects
On Primary R ecip ien ts
by
Dana Lynn Galbavy
Dr. Lees a Dilhnan, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of Communication Studies
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
"Living Expressions " are formal events where appreciative feelings are disclosed to a
living recipient by friends and/or relatives. Effects of events on the self-esteem of
recipients and recipient’s relationships with dis closers were studied. Self-esteem and
self-disclosure are components ofpersonal and relational health. Living Expressions
were expected to enhance self-esteem and personal relationships through
self-disclosure. Living Expressions have semblance to ideas contained in eulogies.
G estalt and other therapies and group theories. Self-enhancement and
self-consistency theory conflicts were considered. Social penetration theory and
self-disclosure studies were reviewed. Eleven recipients were subjects in this
multi-case, qualitative study. The combined self-enhancement/self-consistency thecxy^
and social penetration theory were supported. Positive effects on self-esteem were
negligible, however, the benefits of self-disclosure w ere substantial and all
üi
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relationships were enhanced. Limitations of measures, communication difficulties, and
te n ç o ra leffects, were discussed. Further research was recommended.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Would you like to know how much the people you care about appreciate you,
before your funeral? Would knowing such information change how you felt about
yourself? Would it affect your relationship with your friends and relatives?
Traditionally, eulogies have been reserved for the dead. This study introduces the
idea of eulogies for the living, or “ Living Expressions.” It discusses theoretical
perspectives of self-esteem and self-disclosure related to Living Expressions and the
methods used to research the effects these events have on the self-esteem and
relationships of people who receive them.
In this paper, the term “ Living Expression” is used to describe a formal event
whose sole purpose is to gather together femily and/or friends in order to express
appreciation for someone called a “ recipient.” The event participants are called
“ dis closers.”
Seven Living Expression events (or Living Express ions) have occurred to
date. In each of the events, the recipient and two to ten participants have gathered in
someone’s home, and each participant has told the recipient things they appreciate
about him or her. Participants disclosed qualities they liked about the recipient,
positive ways they were influenced or affected by the recipient and characteristics of
the recipient which they admired. Each of the seven events were structured in shghtly
1
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difierent ways. Limitations of the study may include the feet that not all events were
organized the sam e way, and this may have had some differential influence on
recipient’s responses. Because interviews with subjects occurred as much as three
years or more after events, temporal effects o f the study must be considered. The
small number of total recipients and their relative lack of social, racial, and cultural
diversity could mean that responses cannot be generalized to a broader community.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Schaeffer's (1995) booklet A Labor o f Love: How to Write a Eulogy, contains
some of the components of a Living Expression. He says that a eulogy should " . . .
primarily convey the feelings and experiences of the person giving the eulogy. The
most touching and meaningful eulogies are written from a subjective point of view-from the heart" (p. 5). The same is true for a Living Expression. M any of the
questions Schaeffer suggests asking oneself when writing a eulogy also apply, and
can easily be adapted, when planning what to express to the recipient of a Living
Expression:
. . . How did [does] this person show his/her love for you and others? . .
. W hat were [are] some of your loved one's m ost endearing qualities
(e.g., kindness, compassion, sensitivity, thoughtfiilness, generosity,
sense of humor, liveliness)? . . . If you had to think of one quality that he
or she would [should] be remembered for, what is it? Why? . . . W hat
do you want everyone to know and/or remember about this pers on?
What are some of your fond memories of this person and how have
those events affected your life?. . . W hat attracted [attracts] this
person's friends to hint/her? W hat [has] kept you together all these
years ? . . . W hat did [have] you learn [learned] about life from him/her?
. . . W hat did [has] this person give [given] to the world or the people
around him or her? (Schaeffer, 1995, pp. 13-15)
Schaefer ( 1995) says that occasionally a person will die who has more negative than
positive qualities. Even in these rare cases he suggests ju st being honest about the
positive qualities of the person, and not bothering to say the rest. The indication here
is that everyone has good qualities that are worthy of note and appreciation.
3
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Books like S chaefer’s are available to teach one how to write eulogies for the
recently deceased, and eulogies for the dead appear as pieces of great literature, as
small editorials in local newspapers, and even on the Internet. Some G estalt
exercises are designed to fecilitate the expression of gratitude and to applaud people
for just being them selves (Bolster & Bolster, 1974). Other such exercises have also
been highlighted in books like Teaching People to Love Themselves (Beretz-Elkins,
1978). Appreciative Inquiry is a method used in organizational development which
confirms the positive aspects and potential of organizational existence (Srivastava &
Cooperrider, 1990). However, no research could be found that had been done on the
subject of eulogies for the living.
In his therapy practice, Carl Rogers based his work with clients on what he
called the "afiSrmation m odel” His premise was that people are best prepared to
make changes in their life and accept themselves more when their strengths and
positive traits and qualities are validated and affirmed (Rogers, 1959). This is also a
primary belief behind the concept of Living Expressions.
Several theories could be appHed to the concept of Living Expressions. The
theory of humanistic psychology as defined by Mas low (1970) involves personal
growth and self-actualization. Besides doing one’s best to become the most that one
can be. Mas low gives as a criterion for self-actualization: “ . . . gratification, past or
present, of the basic needs for safety, belongingness, love, respect, and self-respect,
and of the cognitive needs for knowledge and for understanding . . . ” (p. 150). Severin
(1965) says,
(Humanistic psychology) stands for respect for the worth of
persons, respect for differences of approach, open-mindedness as to
acceptable methods, and interest in exploration of new aspects of
human behavior.. . . It is concerned with topics having little place in
existing theories and system s; e.g., love, creativity, se lf growth,
organism, basic need gratification, self-actualization, higher values.
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being, becoming, spontaneity, play, humor, affection, naturalness,
warmth, ego-transcendence, objectivity, autonomy, responsibility,
meaning, feir-play, transcendental experience, peak experience,
courage, and related concepts, (p. 79)
In Psychology: A Study o f a Science, Rogers discusses a "self-theory" based
on the concept of a fully functioning human being. Rogers (1959) says that people are
inclined toward actualization, and that they need positive regard as well as self
regard. He claims that these needs are best met as a result of the unconditional
positive regard received from significant others. W hen an individual's needs are all
met, then the person is considered to be fiilly functioning.
Cooley (1902) and M ead (1934) discuss a social theory of self-identity which
considers the concept of s e lf a.s being largely based on social interactions. In this
symbolic interaction theory, people develop their self-identity as a result of how they
are treated by others. An individual internally takes on the role of another, and then
views him or herself from the other’s perspectives (M ead, 1934). Therefore, positive
reinforcement on the outside should have a corresponding positive impact on oneself
and self-evaluation. This theory has been expanded in research which demonstrates
that self-evaluations which contribute to self-esteem are constructed through an
internal dialogue which not only concerns one's self worth based on appraisal from
others and one’s own evaluative beliefe (Roberts, 1993), but also on those beliefr
based on what people think significant others think of them, i.e., the projection or
judgments of appraisals (Blumer, 1969; Ichiyama, 1993; Rosenberg, 1986). This
reflected appraisal process is modified by research which shows that the appraisals of
others exert a greater or le s se r influence on the receiver, depending on the level of
inçortance the receiver gives to the role identity. Le., “ mother,” “ daughter,” “ wife,”
“ business-partner,” which is being appraised (Roberts, 1990). O ther studies provide
further empirical proof of this (e.g., Baruch & Barnett 1986; Gove, Style, & Hughes,
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1990; McLanahan & Adams 1987). The influence appraisals have on an individual are
further modified by the recipient’s crurent level of self esteem and the importance he or
she puts on what is being appraised- Pelham and Swann (1989) found that ürçortance
was only a fector for people who had a disproportionately larger number of negative
self-views and who were also very certain about the positive self-views they held.
According to this theory. Living Expressions could be expected to have the strongest
impact on the self-identity of individuals who have more negative than positive
self-views, but who’s positive self-views are strong.
It is the conviction of some developmental psychologists that, once
established, one’s sense of self-worth rarely alters. Eriks on (1963) and Sroufe
( 1978) stress the iirçortance that early childhood experiences have on an individual’s
sen se of self-worth. They believe that it is primarily during childhood that self-worth
is determined and influenced by others. Before children develop the ability to make
their own s e lf evaluations, they are dependent on outside sources, i.e., influential
others, to let them know who they are and how they are doing. These early affective
impressions become the foundation for se lfe ste e m in adulthood (Rosenberg, 1986),
and are difficult, if not impossible to alter or influence later on. If this theory were true,
a Living Expression would have little or no efleet on a recipient’s feelings of
self-worth.
Two other theories, "self-enhancement theory" and "self-consistency theory,”
are also relevant and also appear to clash. Self-enhancement theory is described
partially as the strong internal desire aU people have to think favorably of them selves,
or as Smith (1968) says, " . . . as weU of oneself as one can get away with" (p. 368).
Self-enhancement theorists maintain that everyone, regardless ofself-es teem level,
wants to feel good about him or herself and is motivated to move in that direction
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(Epstein, 1973). Self-consistency theorists say that people with high self-esteem
think fevorably of themselves and strive to maintain that perception, however, people
with low self-esteem , who do not think fevorably of them selves, also strive to
maintain that perception (Abelson et. aL, 1968; Epstein, 1983). The question these
seemingly rival theories raise is: How could someone with low-self es teem
simultaneously be glad to get positive feedback and feel enhanced by it and try to
maintain his or her own sense of low self-worth?
Studies done by Swann, Griffin, Predmore & Gaines (1987) indicate that
cognitive and affective responses are both related to positive feedback. Le., people
with low selfeste em as well as those with high self-esteem react fevorably to
positive feedback and both assume that the feedback is correct. However, the feet
that people ajfectedty feel better. Le., their moods improve after receiving positive
feedback, is not necessarily an indicator of any drastic cognitive changes in
self-perception. The conclusion is that affective responses fede over time and
cognitive responses have a tendency to remain (Brown, Collins, & Schmidt, 1988;
Shrauger, 1975; Swann, et. al, 1987). Therefore, a person with low-self es teem would
tend to initially feel better about him or hers elf once positive feedback was received,
and they would believe and appreciate the feedback. However, in the long run, his or
her general sense of self-esteem would not change much. Roberts and Bengs ton’s
(1993) research supports the combined consistency/enhancement theories. Adults in
their study felt less depressed if their relationship with parents was going well, but
this did not necessarily make them feel better about them selves. According to this
study, a better relationship with one’s parents does not affect self-esteem as much as
it affects levels of depress ion and feeling good. All of the above studies support the
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concept that selftesteem is generated in childhood and cannot (easily) be changed.
They also indicate that self-esteem seems to be both cognitive and affective.
Living Expressions also share similarities with some group theories. In
models of sensitivity training (GolembiewsH & Blumberg, 1973) and psychotherapy
training (Yalom, 1985), the group process has been shown to be a powerful medium of
change for participants. Living Expressions embody many of the qualities ofT-groups
(training groups) and could be viewed as a form of such. According to Golembiewski
& Blumberg (1973), T-group members are involved in: the creation of a miniature
society; the development of processes which e n çh asizes behavioral investigation,
exploration and experimentation; an atmosphere which is psychologically safe and
which fecilitates learning; and, though a professional trainer acts as a loose sort of
guide, members primarily determine what is to be learned. Although T-groups are
often conçosed of people who have never met before and are like a mini society in that
way. Living Expressions are made up of individuals who are members of the same
small community. In some cases some of the participants may not know each other
(e.g., if they are gathered to pay tribute to one person known by all), but in many other
cases participants will have known each other for their entire lives. The format of a
Living Expression emphasizes investigation, exploration and experimentation into a
type of behavior and expression which people have not necessarily incorporated in
their lives with those that they love. "I didn't know they felt those ways about me,"
70-year-old Paul (personal communication, July 7, 1996) said, after being the recipient
of a Living Expression firom his wife, children, and grandchildren. Several fectors
contribute to the creation of a “ safe” psychological environment which fedlitates
communication and learning in conducting Living Expressions. Living Expressions are
currently only recommended to participants who are normal, i.e., not “ sick,” and
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whose relationships with other participants are relatively good (these events are not
formal therapy, and they should not be considered a substitute for therapy.)
Participants should be briefed beforehand on the purpose of the event and how it is
conducted. Each person who is involved m ust be a fully willing participant. Finally,
like T-groups, the results of a Living Expression, are largely self-determining and
participants are ultimately responsible themselves for what they gain from the
experience.
Rather than being a form of therapy, training groups such as those created for
the purpose of sensitivity training are based on a learning theory which contributes to
personal growth and development by iirproving an individual’s quality of cognition,
clarifying his or her identity and increasing self-esteem (Hampden-Tumer, 1966;
Blumberg, 1973). It was expected that Living Expressions would contribute to the
personal growth and development of participants in ways similar to those provided by
T-groups. It was anticipated that Living Expressions could: 1) improve participants’
aw areness of their feelings for them selves and their loved ones by helping them
become more sensitive to the needs of themselves and others; 2) help participants
develop a deeper understanding of them selves and others and discover new ways of
feeling satisfied; 3) help clarify participants ’ identity by providing positive personal
feedback from loved ones ; 4) enhance participants ’ s elf-es teem and mood as a res ult
of receiving positive feedback; 5) aid participants in the development of a greater
acceptance of themselves and others.
Many researchers believe th at self-esteem is always closely linked to
public-esteem (Lundgren & Miller, 1965; Miller, 1959; Yalom, 1975). Research
shows that people rely on each other for approval and validation as well as for
confirmation of primary value system s (Yalom, 1931), and that acceptance by others
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and acceptance for oneself depend upon one another (Rubin, 1967). The higher value
one places on a group, the higher value they will place on what the group thinks, and
the greater influence group input will have on w hat one thinks of oneself (Rubin, 1967;
Yalom, 1975). How much a person is affected by group feedback depends on the
importance of the group to the individual, the frequency and specificity of the feedback,
and the importance the individual puts on the traits and qualities th at the group
highlights about him or herself (Miller, 1959; Yalom, 1975). Self-esteem is influenced
by group cohesive ness and an individual’s attraction to the group and other members
(Yalom, 1975). Self-esteem is also influenced by group bias (Oaks & Turner, 1980;
Lemyre & Smith, 1985). If a Living Expression group is conçosed of loved ones,
follows a cohesive format, and group input represents an expression of high esteem
towards the recipient, then it could be concluded that the recipient would have a
corresponding high(er) regard for him or herself especially if group input highlighted
fectors that the recipient considered important. Bolster and Bolster (1974) addressed
the power of group process and the need for expressions of love, in the following:
Beople are, of course, taught to say thank you, and they do express
gratitude with smiles, return offevors, statements of pleasure, etc.
We are, after aU, not totally bereft of gratitude. But these routine
habits are not enough for the development of the richer experience
which comes when someone moves gratefulness into accentuated
aw areness, especially when it is done with communal recognition
and support. . . (p. 305)
So many scholars have described the need for a high sense of self-esteem, that
the concept almost seems universal This universality is described well by Becker
(1968) who considers self-esteem to be a law of human development, and McDougall
(1932) who considers xtdi m aster sentim ent. Self-esteem has been recognized and
endorsed as a primary conçonent of human behavior by professionals and theorists in
numerous fields such as; philosophy, e.g. Hobbes, Kant, Nietzsche and Rosseau;
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cultural anthropology, e.g. Becker; sociology, e.g. Rosenberg; psychiatry and
psychology, e.g., Adler, AUport, Homey, James, KofiBca, Rogers, and Sullivan (Brown,
Collins & Schmidt, 1988).
So many studies have documented the undesirable aspects of low self-esteem
(Campbell, 1990; Campbell & Fehr, 1990; Paulhus & Martin, 1988; Schlenker &
Trudeau, 1990) that self-esteem could be considered a prerequisite for a fulfilling life.
Hattie (1992) identifies some aspects of low self-esteem as:
. . . believing that you are more at the mercy of the whims of others and
environment, it is having less control, it is being less effective in
engaging others, it leads to difficulties in accepting others; coping with
the world and the mdividuars place in the world; and it makes it difficult
for the individual to predict outcomes of interactions that would enhance
coping more effectively next time. ( p. 39)
Unfortunately, just because self-esteem is an inherent human need does not
necessarily ensure that the need wül be satisfied. Internal self-perceptions, belie &
about one’s acceptability by others, and objective indicators in one's surroundings
(Pyszczynski& Greenberg, 1974; Schlenker, 1985) all come into play in preventing
this need from being fulfilled.
In studying the effects of Living Expressions, theories of self-change must also
be considered. Pelham and Swann’s (1989) studies show that self-esteem in adults
is composed of a combination of people’s positive and negative affective states, their
s e lf views of their strengths and w eaknesses, and the way that th&y frame their self
views. Framingfiictors include the certainty and importance that people give to their
positive and negative self-views, and the differences between people’s actual and
ideal s e lf views. One way to bolster esteem is to re-fiame perceptions of the self
Pelham and Swarm. ( 1989) give an exarrçle of the proverbial ninety-eight pound
weakling. They suggest that rather than the weakling trying to convince everyone
that he will be the next Mr. Olynçia, what he can do is decide that being Mr. Olympia
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does not matter. In this manner he can acknowledge who he is without negatively
affecting his self-esteem. In the same way, perhaps Living Expressions can help
frame people’s concepts of themselves in new ways. Through the event, recipients
can find out what positive aspects of themselves are appreciated by others, and thus
have the chance to rea ssess and evaluate their own positive values.
Self-esteem depends in part on a person’s perception of who they think they
are, their self-concept. Jacobson, (1964) provides the following well-rounded definition
of appropriate self-image:
By realistic image of the self we mean first of all, one that correctly
mirrors the sta te and the characteristics, the potentiality and the
abilities, the a sse ts and the limits of our bodily and mental self: on the
other hand of our appearance, our anatomy, and our physiology; on the
other hand, of our ego, our conscious and pre-conscious feelings and
thoughts, w ishes, impulses and attitudes, or our physical and mental
fimction and behavior. ( p. 22)
Hattie (1992) suggests that feedback may be the key to changing self-conceptions,
and reports that cognitive therapy has proven most effective in this regard. Hattie
writes:
Many cognitive therapies aim to integrate thoughts about one’s self and
replace maladaptive thoughts with more realistic thoughts which are
confirmable by one’s self and others. It achieves these aims by
providing much feedback, helps individuals create situations where they
learn more control, and atten ^ ts to eliminate negative thoughts that
detract from integrating information about the s e lf (p. 252)
Cognitive methods of change which reinforce positive thoughts and experiences are
more effective at producing positive changes in people than either affective methods or
non-cognitive and non-affective methods of change (C asey & Berman, 1985; Hattie,
1992; Smith, G lass, & Miller, 1980). Though not administered by “ professionals,”
positive feedback is the primary fector in Living Expressions. Questions about the
effectiveness of positive reinforcement given by people who are not trained
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professionals, but who are very close and perhaps influential to the receiver, remain to
be answered.
Other questions concerning the ability to change based on group structure also
need to be considered. In an evaluative study of rehab patients, Berzon (1968)
conçared the results ofprofessionally directed groups, self-directed groups who had
some guidelines for self-governing, and a control group of members who had no group
experience. Self-concept was considerably higher in the professional and self-directed
groups than in the control groups. However, a year later only the professionally
directed group maintained their positive changes. In other studies of leaderles s
groups who had some guidelines to work with, the positive outcomes compared
fevorably with those ofprofessionally directed groups (lieberm an, Yalom, & Miles,
1973). How much stmcture should be provided in Living Expressions, and w hether or
not a professional guide might be appropriate, are areas of consideration for fiiture
studies.
Contradictory theories of self-concept confuse and confound the issue of
s e lf change. One group of researchers maintains that once the s e lf concept has
formed, little to nothing can be done to change it (M aslow, 1954; Rosenberg, 1979).
Another group sees individuals as moving through a series of stages throughout their
lives, and as they move through each stage they develop the ability to see themselves
and view their s e lf concept, in diferent ways (Eriks on 1950; Kohut, 1971). Y et
another group of researchers ascertain that given the “ right” enviroiunent with
adequate encouragement and support, the s e lf concept can easily be changed
(Rhodewalt & A gustsdottir, 1986; T. Rogers, 1981). Perhaps further research into the
effects of Living Expressions will reveal new aspects to the theoretical debates
surrounding s e lf concept and change.
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S e lf concept and selfesteem are intertwined fectors which are both difficult, if
not inçossible, to measure in traditional w ays. Wylie’s ( 1989) review o ften popular
and promising m easures of self-concept concludes that none of the tests have been
adequately empirically tested, all should be used cautiously, and none should be used
as a diagnostic to o l Similar res ults w ere obtained in other research on other such
measures (H attie, 1992; Wylie, 1974; W ylie, 1979. Pelham and Swann’s (1989)
research indicates that self-esteem is also a complex and multi-determined fector
which is not easily measured and which defies any single currently existing theory
about its origins. W ells and Markwell ( 1976) provide an overview of the confounding
aspects of s e lf es teem and the numerous and inconclusive attem pts which have been
made to m easure it. Jackson (1984) suggests that se lfe ste e m cannot adequately be
measured quantitatively and that it m ust be viewed on an individual basis in context of
people’s lives. This method is adopted in the study.
Intimacy is another important component of Living Expressions. “ Intimacy” is
an essential ingredient in a relationship with fiiends and confidants and is a term
generally associated with femiliarity, close n e s s , personalness, and informality
(Boyer, EUis, Harris, Soukhanov, 1983). Numerous studies have shown a direct
correlation betw een intimacy and psychological and physiological health and
well-being. Many studies prove that people who have close firiends and confidants
overcome various traumas more effectively than those who have only superficial
relations (Brown, Sklair, Harris, & Birley, 1973; Brown, Bhorlchain, & Harris, 1975;
Brown, Harris, & Copeland, 1977; Brown & Harris, 1978; Lynch, 1977; Jacobs &
Charles, 1980). Brown, et. al, ( 1975) found that married women who lacked intimacy
in their primary relationship had a higher tendency to develop depression than those
who were more intimate. Lynch (1977) found that subjects who were divorced.
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widowed or never married had higher risks of death firom all causes, than persons who
were not. Gove’s (1973) studies indicated higher death risks as well as higher
incidences of psychiatric disorders among the unmarried. Berkman and Sym e’s (1979)
extensive study fijund that mortality rates were lowest among people who had firiends
or were married or both, and highest amongst people who had few firiends and who
were not married.
W hat is intimacy? Waring, Tillman, F re lick, Russell, and W eisz (1980)
conducted interviews with a random sample of 50 adults, 24 couples, and 24 clinical
couples to determine a general populous definition. They came up with the following:
Affection, a feeling of liking and/or loving the spouse is the most
frequently reported aspect of a feeling of intimacy.. . . the next m ost
frequent fector is expressiveness, which involves self-disclosure
and listening to the spouse. Sexuality was the next most frequently
mentioned fector, followed by cohesion and compatibility. (Waring,
et. ah 1980, p.473)
This study focuses on the expressive and self-dis closing aspects of intimacy
and attempts to discover how the disclosing of positive feedback which occurs in a
Living Expression effects a relationship.
Waring, et. al, (1980) describe the self-disclosing aspects of intimacy as
perceived by their sample in detail They write:
A large segm ent of the population identified that sharing private
thoughts, dreams, attitudes, beliefe and fentasy was an important
determinant of intimacy. This concept, best described as “ self
disclosure,” was seen as part of a communication fector defined as
“ expressiveness,” which involves listening to the spouse and the
capacity to talk about personal relationships. Self disclosure refers
to the process of making the self known to other individuals.
Cognitive self-disclosure is defined as revealing private ideas,
thoughts, and beliefe, as opposed to revealing feelings or behaviors.
(p.472)
S elf dis closure is considered to be a symmetric process between dyads and is
comprised of disclosing and being disclosed to. Pearce & Sharp (1973) provide an
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interesting definition of selfidisclosure which distinguishes it firom other related
behavior:
Self-disclosure is best conceptualized as a subset of encoding
behavior dis tinguis hed firom three other subsets; non-disclosure,
revealing and confession. Self-disclosure occurs when one person
voluntarily te Us another person things about himself which the other
is unlikely to know or to discover firom other sources. Since self
disclosure is voluntary, it excludes confessions, or communication
behavior in which pers onal information is elicited firom a pers on by
force, threats or use of drugs, and firom revea/mg behavior,
consisting of unintentional cues (e.g., ‘Freudian slips’ or nonverbal
mannerisms which express something about the person.
Non-disclosure conçrises those common communication strategies
by which persons avoid being known by others. A partial inventory
of these include lying (presenting felse information about one’s
self), concealment (deliberately not presenting any information
about one’s self), and the cluster of behavior Gibb (1964) identified
as ‘defensive’ (which maintain interpersonal distance betw een the
communicators by insisting on structure, evaluation and personal
disinterestedness), (pp. 414-415)
The self-disclosure which takes place in a Living Expression is both similar
and different to other studies which involve this subject. Since the person being
disclosed to is generaUy very weU known to the dis closer, the information which is
exchanged may or may not be common knowledge between the two, and in many
cases wiU probably be both. The infimnation which is expressed is of a primarily
positive nature and is related to ways the dis closer sees the recipient. Thus it is a
specific and perhaps unusual form of self-disclosure which is sometimes reciprocated
in context of a Living Expression, and sometimes not, depending on how the event is
structured. Like most types of self-disclosure to which studies generally refer (Pearce
& Sharp, 1973), the information which is revealed is considered to be honest. Pearce
and Sharp (1973) write:
. . . honest y. . . consists of descriptions of the speaker’s experience
which invite the listener to share and respond errçathicaUy. Honest
messages are not necessarily true—individuals are neither
conpletely nor totally accurately aware of their experience—but they
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carry with them the implicit or explicit statem ent th at they are a
sincere a tte n ç t to make the speaker known to the listener. (p.415)
Although self-disclosure is highly valued, it occurs relatively infrequently.
According to Pearce and Sharp (1973):
. . . inspection of the data from a number of studies indicate that very
little disclosure occurs in m ost communication transactions and
quite a bit occurs in a very few. Further, high levels of dis closure
occur in specific transactions : participants in highly disclosing
transactions are not necessarily highly disclosing when
communicating with other persons or with the sam e persons at
another time.
Several writers expressed concern over the infrequency of high
levels of disclosure. Jourard (1967:28) believed that no-disclosure
is a rule only broken ‘when we experience it as safe thus to be
known and when we believe that vital values will be gained if we
are known in our authentic being, or lost if we are not’
If as
several psychologist believe, individuals ‘err’ more frequently by
disclosing too little rather than too much, this might indicate that
members of our society overleam communicative s kill appropriate
for non-disclosing relations hips (lying, concealment, defensiveness,
etc.) and are not taught how to participate in open, disclosing
transactions, (pp. 416-417)
According to social penetration theorists, self-disclosure necessitates the
mutual disclosure of information or behavior at the same or similar depth, particularly
early on in a relationship (Altman, 1973; Vanlear, Jr. 1987). As relationships progress
and trust is established, the need for reciprocity is generally thought to decline
(Altman, 1973; Altman and Taylor, 1973; Berger & Calabrese, 1975; More ton, 1978).
“ There are times when one person’s self-disclosure spurs the other to respond in kind
and this is the rule rather than the exception. However, this high degree of mutual
involvement may be difficult (and uimecessary) to maintain indefinitely” (Van Lear,
1983, p.315). Social penetration theory, as developed by Altman and Taylor (1973),
suggests that self-disclosure occurs layer by layer, from easily accessible surfece
level public disclosures, to less accessible semi-private disclosure, and finally to
deeply private, highly personal levels of disclosure. This progression is thought to
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generally—though not always—occur in a linear feshion and to vary in terms of the
amount of time devoted to the relationship, the amount or breadth of information which
is communicated, and the levels o f depth which are reached in different relationships.
Several other studies support this theory (Altman & Haythom, 1965; Berger,
Gardner, Clatterbuck, & Schulman, 1976; Davis, 1976; Knapp, Ellis, & Williams, 1980;
Taylor, 1968), however, later research by Altman, Vins el, and Brown (1981) argues
that rather than being linear, self-disclosure is actually cyclicaL Instead of constantly
moving towards greater and greater depths of dis closure, relationships go through
periods of both higher and lower levels of openness. Relationships cycle through
times where there are high levels o f confiding and openness and times when feelings
are more restricted, cautious, and distant (Altman, et. al, 1981; Rawlins, 1983).
Perhaps relationships do both by generally moving towards deeper depths while at the
s ame time going through cycles of greater and lesser clos enes s .
If relationships typically become more disclosing over time, then s e lf disclosure
between femily members and/or fien d s in the context of a Living Expression should
be relatively easy. Disclosing statem ents would probably primarily differ in their level
of depth based on how deeply the relationship had progressed over time. If
relationship development is cyclicaL then fectors pertaining to where in the cycle of
openness a relationship currently is might affect a dis closer's ability to express. This
could easily confound study results. If both are true, then both should be considered.
The ability and willingness to disclose are influenced by many complex fectors
(See Cozby, 1973, for a comprehensive overview). According to social penetration
theory, the amount of disclosure th at takes place betw een two people (or a “ dyad” ),
depends greatly upon personality traits of the individuals, i.e., w hether or not they are
low or high dis closers. High-level disclosing dyads have proven to reveal more to one
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another than low-level dyads, (Jourard & Resnick, 1970; Taylor, 1968) but low-level
dis closers reveal equal amounts of disclosing information when paired with a
high-level dis closer (Jourard & Resnick, 1970). High level dis closers elicit higher
levels of s elf-dis clos ure from all levels of s elf-dis clos ers than lower-level dis clos ers
(Chittick & Himelstein, 1967; Ehrlich & Graeven, 1971). Altman and H aythom ’s
(1965) research on dyads with particular personality traits showed that people who
were high need achievers disclosed more than people who were low need achievers,
and those who were low-dominance personalities disclosed more than high-dominance
personalities when topics were intimate. W hen the topics were non-intimate, the
opposite was the case.
Other factors also influence self-disclosure. Disclosure patterns vary
depending upon to whom one is speaking. For example, children are much more likely
to disclose to parents whom they consider to be accessible and accepting rather than
parents who are not (Pederson & Higbee, 1969). In femilies deemed less accessible,
children disclose more to friends, whereas the reverse is true in more accessible
femilies (D oster and Strickland, 1969). Sibling status also affects disclosure abilities,
for instance first boms have more difficulty self-disclosing than later boms (Dimond &
Munz, 1967; Dimond & Hellkamp, 1969). A long term study undertaken by Jourard
(1961a) revealed that as subjects grow older, their disclosure to parents decreases
while their disclosure to opposite-sex friends or spouses increases until age forty, at
which time disclosure decreases. Katz, Goldston, Cohen, & Stucker ( 1963) found that
men who are satisfied in their marital relationship disclose more of their worries and
concems to their wives than men who are unsatisfied, but this same level of
dis closure does not apply to other topics, and no such correlation was found for
women. Morton ( 1978) found that women reveal more personal feelings than men.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

20
and Floyd and Park (1995) found that verbal interaction was more inportant to
women’s close relationships than to m en’s. Studies by Jourard and Lasakow (1958)
revealed numerous matters of interest including the fects that: women disclose more
to their sam e-sex friends than males do; disclosure to one’s spouse is higher than
disclosure to anyone else; disclosure to o n e’s parents correlates directly to how much
a parent is liked; and disclosure is higher among whites than blacks. Jourard (1961b)
discovered that religion also influences self-disclosure, for exançle, Jewish males
were found to be particularly adept at disclosing as opposed to other religious males.
Stamm and Pearce’s (1971) studies indicated that people disclosed more when they
perceived that the person they were relating to was also disclosing at a similar leveL
However, this perception was not always deemed accurate, and thus disclosure may
be the result of perceived rather than actual mutual disclosure.
Other studies confuse matters further. Waring, et. aL (1980) found that people
who are in optimally functioning relationships are more likely to participate in studies
measuring s e lf dis closing habits than those who are in average or maladjusted
relationships, and thus many studies relating to the topic are inaccurate. Cozby
(1973) found that studies identifying self-disclosure as a personality trait are
generally contradictory or poorly correlated. Pearce & Sharp ( 1973) found
inconsistent results in their overview of s e l f dis closing literature about the differences
in disclosing patterns between men and women. Pearce & Sharp (1973) also note
that although the importance of s e lf dis clos ure is generally associated with honesty,
measuring techniques cannot distinguish honesty from other confounding modes of
encoding behavior (p.415).
Self-dis clos ure is a conçlex social phenomena and involves many
contingencies. Determining the effects of positive selfdis clos ure in the context of a
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Living Expression is a difficult and tricky endeavor a t best. Elements which may come
into play include who the disclosure is, who the recipient is, the nature of their
relationship, personality traits, backgrounds, social and cultural influences, sex, race,
religion, and who is present a t the event. Like se lfe ste e m , self-disclosure and how it
affects people seem s to need to be considered on an individual b asis. W hat actually
happens when two individuals interact in a particular way, in a particular setting?
Sharp & Pearce (1973, p.412), quotes Toch and M acLean ( 1967) in concluding that
“ every human being is a product—a constantly changing product—of the situation
through which he moves (p.56)” . What kinds of products does positive, reflective,
selfdis clos ure in a Living Expression produce? This is the question the research has
hopefully begun to answ er.
In a study done by Duck, Rutt, Hurst, and Strejc ( 1991), interactions were
considered the m ost important with relatives, followed by interactions with best
friend, and then friends. Communication quality was considered highest with best
friends, followed by relatives, then fiends. If this is true, then a Living Expression
would, at the very least, be considered to contain a high quality of interaction and be
highly inçortant to recipients and participants alike.
The purpose of Living Expressions is to create an environment where it is
“ safe” to publicly announce and hear often previously unspoken personal feelings of
positive regard for femily members and friends. It is similar to what happens at a
fiineral, only it occurs while the recipient is still alive. It was hypothesized that
recipients would feel better about themselves and their relationships with dis closers
as a result of receiving a Living Expression.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Collection of Data
The recipients of the seven Living Expressions that have taken place to date
include the author and eleven of the author’s friends and relatives. Recipients
consisted of three men and nine women, ages twenty-eight to seventy-one, all of
whom are white, educated, and upper middle class. Participant dis closers in the
events consisted of immediate and extended femily members of the recipient in five of
the events, and fiiends of the recipient in two. In most cases, relationships between
recipients and participants were relatively good befiDrehand, though in one case one
recipient felt estranged firom most of the participants who were all part of his
immediate femily—which is why he chose to conduct a Living Expression in the first
place. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that a maximum of twelve respondents
should be sufficient to infiarma study. One Living Expression recipient was overseas
at the time this study was conducted and could not be reached to participate, therefore
research was conducted with eleven total recipients. This sanrçle w as purposely
selected in order to solicit information firom the only people who have ever been
recipients of Living Expressions. To some the sample may seem too narrow to
generalize about, however Denzin and Lincoln (1994) propose that “ . . . to study the
particular is to study the general. For this reason, any case will necessarily bear
22
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the traces of the univers aL . . . The researcher assum es that readers will be able . . .
to generalize subjectively from the case in question to their own personal
experiences” (p. 202). Although how such generalization scientifically takes place is
unclear, it would appear that people naturally extract what is relative and applicable
from other’s experiences and compare and contrast those experiences to their own.
Future studies on recipients from more varied social and cultural backgrounds are
suggested in order to discover whether or not there is a broader appeal.
M ost o f the quantitative and experimental research that has been done on self
esteem in this century has proven inconclusive and confr)unding (Wells & Markwell,
1976). Trying to break self-esteem down from its whole, into parts, has felled. The
subject is fer too complex for the reductionistic measures of quantitative review
because such m easures assum e that meaning is constructed the same way for all
individuals. The studies—some results of which have been downright contradictory—
have proven that this is not the case. Self-esteem needs to be examined from another
perspective. As Jackson (1974) says:
We seem to require a more naturalistic approach that can explore self
esteem in a living context. We must examine the themes that
constitute self-esteem—the opportunities, the problems, the triumphs,
and the defeats that the individual encounters in the development of
self—but without losing sight of how these thentes are woven together
into a person’s own story.” (p. 7)
The study and evaluation of selfdisclosure has encountered similar difficulties to that
of self-esteem. Both subjects need to be examined from a perspective other than
quantitative, analytic measurement. Wells and Markwell (1976) observe that:
“ M easurement assum es or asserts certain commonalties among respondents so that
it does not have to consider separately the individual meanings of each case” (p. 145).
Self-esteem and self-disclosure appear to be subjects that refuse to be reduced to
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generalities; they are unique processes and developments, and need to be addressed
as such.
With these thoughts in mind, this study w as undertaken to approach the
subject of self-esteem and self-disclosure enhancement and development in recipients
of Living Expressions, from a qualitative point of view.
Though a concrete definition of qualitative research is difficult, if not impossible
to find, loosely, Schwandt (1994) says that the two main types of qualitative
researchers, constructivists and interpretivists, “ . . . share the goal ofunderstanding
the complex world of lived experience from the point of view of those who live it” (p.
118). Qualitative researchers try to understand experiences from the O ther’s
perspective. Unlike quantitative researchers, they generally do not have limiting a
priori theories to prove or disprove, they try to discover what is there to be discovered
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).
From one perspective this study was not approached from a strictly “ purist”
qualitative position, because the author was hoping to uncover aspects of Living
Expressions which specifically related to self-esteem and self-disclosure. A purist
would not dare assum e that there were any effects at aU, let alone those related to
something specific. On the other hand, qualitative researchers are notorious for using
multiple methodologies in their quest for true representation. Denzin and Lincoln
(1994) go so fer as to call qualitative researchers, bricoleurs, or quoting Lévi-Strauss,
“ Jack(s) of all trad es” (p. 2). In this way, combining a quantitative -like, a priori
theory of effects, with a variety of qualitative n^thodologies, is actually qualitatively
“ pure.“
In representing the qualitative tradition, this study incorporates numerous
qualitative methods including autobiography, biography, case study, interview s, and
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ethnography. The research could also be considered to contain elem ents of feminist
and minority perspectives. These approaches have traditionally given voice to those
who are not normally heard (Olesen, 1994; Stanfield, 1994), and it could be argued
that the voices being expressed in Living Expressions are, by and large, unheard.
Though many of the participants might be considered to be in more privileged classes
because they have white skin, are educated, and five in more or less comfortable
middle class environments, the part of them selves given voice to during a Living
Expression are not often either spoken or heard and could therefore be interpreted as
a minority perspective. Ethnological based confessionaf literary, and impressionistic
narrative methods are all used to translate the discoveries made during the inquiry.
Like many qualitative studies (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) the research is interpretive,
based on event analysis, and does not provide a system atic model o f validation. The
data is empirical because it is derived from m aterial experience.
In designing a naturalistic inquiry, Lincoln and Guba ( 1985) suggest asking a
number of relevant questions :
Is the event represented by a variety of complex interpretations? How
much does the investigator influence the interaction, and how much
does the investigator’s presence cause the results to be inexact? How
does the context effect the overall picture? W hat are the causal fectors
related to the observed events? W hat are the values of those
observed, and how do those values effect the outcome? (pp. 229-231)
Each of these questions were considered and responded to before the practical
aspects of the research were undertaken and throughout the duration of the study.
Other recommendations made by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were also followed. They
suggest determining the phases of the study and breaktng these into three parts, fii
the first orientation and overview phase, “ . . . the object. . . is to obtain sufficient
information to get some handle on what is irrçortant enough to follow up in detail”
(pp. 235-236). During this phase, informal dis cuss ions with some recipients indicated
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that the events had changed the way recipients felt about them selves, and that their
relationships with some participants had been inqproved. Thus these were considered
inçortant areas to further research. Post-event written data in the form o f journal
entries and letters were reviewed in order to gain a perspective on the immediate
impact the events had. Though availability was extremely limited, these materials
provided historical perspective on som e events which had taken place two to three
years previously. Second, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest a focused exploration
phase, where information determined to be salient is explored in more depth using
such devices as interviews and observation. During this phase, one Living
Expression was attended and recipient interviews took place. Third, a member check
phase establishes the credibility of the case by confirming (and correctly altering if
necessary) the information that has been gathered. During this phase, the
information that was gathered and the conclusions which were drawn, were checked
with and confirmed by recipients. These phases overlapped one another, and some,
such as credibility confirmation, were done throughout the study.
In classic ethnography: “ The goal of an ethnography is understanding, and a
corollary assu n çtio n is that understanding is ultimately usefifi, even in some unknown
or unknowable sen se” (Altheide & Johnson, 1994, p. 490). In many ways this study
is an ethnography because it seeks to understand something—a unique culture if you
will—about which it seem s inportant to gain knowledge. Atkinson and Hammers ley
(1994) define several features which they say should be included in an ethnographic
study:
• a strong emphasis on exploring the nature of particular social
phenomena, rather than setting out to test hypotheses about them
• a tendency to work primarily with ‘unstructured’ data, that is, data
that have not been coded at the point of data collection in terms of a
closed set of analytic categories
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• investigation of a small number of cas es, perhaps just one case, in
detail
• analysis of data that involves explicit interpretation of the meanings
and functions of human actions, the product o f which mainly takes the
form of verbal descriptions and explanations, with, quantification and
statistical analysis playing a subordinate role at most. (p. 248)
This study contains a //o f the above elements.
Vidich & Lyman ( 1994) describe the “ . . . ultimate desideratum of
ethnographic research” as being “ . . . based on data acquired over the course of rich
and varied life experiences” (p. 34). They say it should be “ . . . impossible to
disentangle the method of study firom either the theory employed or the person
enployingit” (p. 34). The boundaries between “ u s” and “ them” is blurred beyond
distinction. Unfortunately, this ideal seems to be the exception rather than the rule.
In traditional ethnographic practices, the ethnographer enters a culture as a newcomer
to its people and their lives (Agar, 1980; Georges & Jones, 1980; Rose, 1989), and
then proceeds to attem pt to learn as much about them as possible. This is an
ambitious prospect in any circumstances, particularly since understanding a culture—
let alone any individual or event within that culture—is a never-ending unfolding
process (Van M aanen, 1988). Van Maanen ( 1988) states:
Culture is not something neatly wrapped up and given to people as a
sort of gift for living. Rather, culture is earned, something each person
must somehow gropingly reach for and recognize on his o w n . . . That
much of this cultural learning goes on late in life is a sobering notion for
fieldworkers who want to understand it all in as short a time as
possible, (p. 124)
Critics of traditional ethnography argue against it because they consider it to
be hierarchically based, control oriented, and demonstrating a felse expertise and
knowledge of the people who are studied (Atkinson & Hammers ley, 1994). Fine
(1994) reveals the obsession researchers have with the “ Other,” and notes the
nearly complete absence of research or reflection done on (or to) the researcher;
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" . . qualitative accounts of urban and rural, poverty-stricken and working-class, wliite
and of color America flourish.. . . But the privileges, interests, biographies, fetishes,
and investments o f researchers typically remain subtext, buried, protected” (p. 75).
She suggests that one of the current projects ethnographers need to attend to is
“ . . . to imagine how our practice can be transformed to resist, self-consciously, acts of
othering” (p. 75). She claims that the risk of qualitative research is “ inçerial
translation” (p. 80).
These issues have been dealt with by the author’s participation as one o f the
“ Others” in the study. The author’s perspective is balanced with interviews of other
recipients and their visions and “ voices.” The work contains interviews with some
people whose Living Expressions the author was not personally privy to, as well as
those whose events were both planned and attended by the author. All interviews
were transcribed, and meanings and interpretations w ere confirmed by respondents.
Altheide and Johnson (1994) stress the importance of not focusing exclusively on
what is said, per say, but also being aware of more. “ Capturing member’s words
alone is not enough for ethnography. If it were, ethnographies would be replaced by
interviews. Good ethnographies reflect tacit knowledge, the largely unarticulated,
contextual unders tanding that is often manifested in nods, silences, humor, and
naughty nuances” (p. 492). The author’s close relationship to all recipients, plus her
experience of being a recipient as well as an organizer and a participant, combine to
provide a tacit knowledge of Living Expressions. It also does away with the
sometimes difficult problem of representing “ O ther” (Denzin, 1990; Fine, 1994),
because the researcher, is also Other. This installs the researcher within the group
being studied rather than distancing her fi:om them, and therefore it is the same as or
similar to participant observation.
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Case studies make up the bulk of the research. Lincoln and Guba (1985)
recommend case studies:
. . . because they permit the reader to build on his or her own tacit
knowledge in ways that foster empathy and a sse ss intentionality,
because they enable the reader to achieve personal understandings in
the form of “ naturalistic generalizations,” and because they enable
detailed probing of an instance in question rather than mere s urfece
description of a multitude of cas es. (p. 358)
Case studies provide many advantages not available through standard quantitative
means of evaluation. Lincoln and Guba (1985) list the following benefits: 1) Case
studies provide respondent stories firom respondent perspectives, or as Lincoln and
Guba state “ . . . a reconstruction of the respondent’s construaions" (p. 359); 2) Case
studies provide information in ways that are easily recognized, understood, and
related to, by readers ; 3) C ase studies demonstrate the strong interplay between
inquirer and respondent and allow the reader to determine what kind of bias the
inquirer may have; 4) C ase studies allow the reader to te st for internal consistency
and trustworthiness; 5) (Case studies give the reader the “ thick description” which is
needed to determine the transferability of the study to other situations; and 6) Case
studies allow readers to fully understand, and therefore a s s e s s , the context of the
phenomena being researched. These benefits and points of consideration are all
especially important for readers who may be interested in conducting their own Living
Expressions. These are the readers toward whom the study is ultimately aimed.
Stake (1994) say s: “ Qualitative case study is characterized by the main
researcher spending substantial time, on site, personally in contact with activities and
operations of the case, reflecting, revising meanings of what is going on” (p. 242).
The author personally organized and conducted four of the seven Living Expressions
that have taken place. One of those four was an event

the author where

participants gathered to expres s their appreciation for the author and the author
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expres s ed her appreciation of the participants. In another event, the author gathered
with immediate femily members and all participants expressed their appreciation of
each other, to each other. The final two events were organized and conducted by the
author for two extended femily member/recipients and in those events all participants
shared their appreciation of those two respective recipients only. There was no
mutual disclosure of appreciation fi"om the recipients back to participants in th ese last
two events.
The author’s femiliarity with the topic not only provides tacit knowledge, it also
poses problems. The profound and positive impact that the events have had on the
author, and the expression of similar positive results from extended femily members
and friends, are the reasons for the author’s interest in the subject. One obvious
caveat in the study is that the author’s pre-existing personal biases and beliefe about
the outcomes of Living Expressions may have excessively colored objectivity and
caused biased conclusions about the research. With this in mind, the author has
attempted to abide by the ethnographer’s ethic which: “ . . . provides the reader with
an explicit statem ent about ‘where the author is coming from,’ which is the
ethnographic version of truth in advertising, and ethical responsibility for those who
elect to exercise the social science power and authorial voice” (Altheide & Johnson,
1994, p. 490).
Using oneself as a case study subject—even if it only makes up a small portion
of the study—is highly unconventional and will undoubtedly raise eyebrows as well as
chagrin among practitioners using more traditional methods of both qualitative and
quantitative research. Autobiography is a highly criticized, even scorned, method of
research (Smith, 1994). Smith (1994) quotes Pritchett (1977) who calls it a form of
presenting “ agreeable lies,” and Gusdorf (1980) considered it “ a sort of posthumous
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propaganda for posterity” (p. 288). Smith (1994) raises the question why someone
would think th at their life was worth writing about, and suggests that there may be
some kind of s e lf deception in such a presurrçtion. Yet he also suggests that all
writing is a form of autobiography:
. . . every text that is created is a s e l f statement, a bit of autobiography,
a statem ent that carries an individual signature. Such reasoning
suggests that all writing should be in the first person, reflecting that
individual voice
1 almost w ant to make the case that it’s
autobiography, all down the line. ( 1994, p. 286)
Smith (1994) accords biography a more generous position by suggesting that choosing
a worthy biographical subject may be intuitive, serendipitous, or fortuitous. It could be
argued that the choice of oneself as an appropriate subject of study m ay also be
intuitive, serendipitous, or fortuitous. Smith ( 1994) quotes Homer ( 1987) noting a
few of the positive aspects of biography: “

fine biographies give us both a glimpse

of ourselves and a reflection of the human spirit. Biography illuminates history,
inspires by example, and fires the imagination to life’s possibilities. Good biography
can create lifelong models for us” ( p. 294). Good autobiography could arguably have
similar results, and if the choice of one’s own case study is intuitive, serendipitous, or
fortuitous enough, then the one presented in this study hopes to do the sam e. At
worst, as G eertz (1988) says: ” no one ever does more than not utterly foil” (p. 143).
Though autobiographies are ofi:en highly criticized for being unscientific, biased, and
lacking subjectivity—among other things—(Smith, 1994), and though the presentation
of such a “ c a se ” in this study may be fer from typical, it is believed to serve the
purposes of this study. Stake (1994) says: “ Potential for learning is a different and
sometimes superior criterion to representativeness. Often it is better to learn a lot
from an atypical case than a little from a magnificently typical case” (p. 242).
Denzin and Lincoln ( 1994) say that: “ Qualitative researchers self-consciously
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draw upon their own experiences as a resource in their inquiries. They always think
reflectively, historically, and biographically” (p. 199). The autobiographical case study
is augmented with case studies of other recipient’s biographies and conçarisons to
their pers onal stories. Although comparisons tend to gloss over the uniqueness and
complexities of particular cases (Stake, 1994), time constraints limited the
researcher’s ability to delve deeply into any of the cases. Stake (1994) asserts that
readers acquire knowledge through case studies in ways parallel to how they leam
flrom actual personal experience (p. 240). This is of particular value to readers
interested in organizing or participating in Living Expressions because reading about
other’s experiences and assimilating those experiences will help them prepare for
their own events. “ . . . (Researchers) know that the re a d e r. . . will add and subtract,
invent and shape--reconstructing the knowledge in ways that leave it differently
connected and more likely to be personally useful” (Stake, 1994, p. 241). A case
report is provided to finalize the study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that this is
the best method for providing readers with an understanding of the subject.
This study incorporates aspects of co-operative inquiry. Co-operative inquiry
has much in common with some aspects of certain self-esteem theories. Both have
roots in humanistic psychology and the concept that, given the right support and
environment, people can overcome limitations imposed on them by early experiences
and social programming (M aslow, 1968; Rogers, 1961). Both also contain basic
beliefe that a supportive group atmosphere, where open authentic communication
takes place, can greatly fecilitate this process (Randall & Southgate, 1980; Srivastva,
Obert, & Neils on, 1977). Co-operative inquiry is designed especially for the study of
people, and part of its method requires that the persons being studied are in full
cooperation with the researcher. Reason (1994) says:
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. . . in cooperative inquiry all those involved in the research are both
co-researchers, whose thinking and decision making contribute to
generating ideas, designing and managing the project, and drawing
conclusions from the experience, and also co-subjects, participating in
the activity being researched, (p. 326)
Though respondents did not provide input into designing or managing this project, per
se, they were involved in other aspects of it. Cooperative inquiry requires that both
researchers and subjects have experiential, practical, and prepositional knowledge
about what is being studied. All respondents have been involved in Living
Expressions both as recipients and participants, and most have asked questions,
provided insights, and suggested areas of further study. All respondents have both
the experiential and practical knowledge of the events which provide the prepositional
knowledge, or knowledge “ about” the subject (Reason, 1994), needed to conclude the
study.
In his arguments fi)r the use ofpost-positivistic, i.e., naturalistic, inquiry. Heron
(1981) discusses the validity and necessity for a researcher to come to a mutual
understanding of intentionality with his or her subjects:
When I am interpreting such basic actions [as walking, talking, looking,
pointing] in terms of their more complex intentions and purposes, then I
need to check against the [respondent’s] version of w hat he was about,
for a person may walk, talk, or look or point to fulfill many different
higher order intentions. (p. 23)
BCnowing who one’s subjects are, why they do what they do and feel what they feel, is
of the highest priority for a researcher. Information without context is meaningless.
Such information was obtained for this study via a relationship of mutual trast and
respect where the recipients and the researcher had equal access to one another.
Heron (1981) discusses the necessity of this type of relationship in coming to accurate
research conclusions :
The research conclusions,. . . necessarily rest on the researcher’s
experiential knowledge of the [respondents]. This knowledge of
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persons is m ost adequate as an empirical base, w h e n . . . researcher
and [subject] are fully present to each other in a relationship of
reciprocal and open inquiry, and when each is open to construe how the
other manifests as a presence in space and time. (p. 31)
Every attempt was made to keep intentions and purposes clear, and to have a
mutually agreed upon understanding between researcher and respondents.
Respondents were allowed to read w hat was written about them, and they agreed
upon the descriptions and conclusions which were made. Some researchers argue
against such consideration and cooperation. Rubin (1976) suggests that subjects may
find reading about themselves too painful, and may superficially agree with the
researcher simply to distance themselves firom the material rather than to properly
evaluate it. Other researchers consider the collaboration a necessity. In Heron’s
(1981) argument fiar the use of language in naturalistic inquiry, he states;
I can use the language to make statem ents about persons who have not
contributed or assented to the formulation of those sta te m e n ts.. . .
[But] to use language in this way is to cut it off firom its validating base.
. . . The result is a se t of alienated statements hanging in an
interpersonal void: statem ents about persons not authorized by those
persons. . . . My considered view of your reality without consulting you
is a very different m atter firom our considered view of our reality, (pp.
26-27)
Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend that aHrespondents sig n a detailed
consent form before information is gathered firom them, and this suggestion was
followed. Building and maintaining trust was of primary concern in this study and was
cultivated through honesty, trustw orthiness, and total openness about intentions and
techniques. Full disclosure of anything respondents wished to know was immediately
forthcoming at all tim es. Lincoln and Guba ( 1985) say:
. . . the building of trust is a developmental task ;txxxst is not something
that suddenly appears afi;er certain matters have been accomplished . . .
but something to be worked on day to day. Moreover, trust is not
established once and for all; it is fragile, and even trust that has been a
long time building can be destroyed overnight in the fece of an
ill-advised action (p. 257)
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Although aU. recipients were known by the researcher for sixteen years or more and
good relations were fully intact with all before the research commenced, every effort
was be made to maintain trust and rapport throughout the duration of the study.
Interviews were open-ended and unstructured. This was important because of
the nature of the information which was collected. In structured interviews, the
interviewer plays a neutral role and asks all respondents the same questions in the
same sequence (Fontana & Frey, 1994). Open-ended questions were presented in an
informal way in order to solicit recipient’s responses to their experience of being
involved in a Living Expression. It was important th at the conversation and questions
remained informal and open-ended because the researcher was trying to maintain a
human-to-human relationship with the interviewees, and the author wanted to
understand 2ls opposed to explain, recipient’s experiences. According to Fontana and
Frey (1994) that is the essence of an unstructured interview and was exactly what
the author hoped to acconçlish. The approach towards the interviews was feminist in
the sense that all interviewees were considered equals, and the researcher attem pted
to maintain a rapport that was mutually open, sensitive, receptive, and willing to
express feelings and emotions. Unlike traditional structured interviews, interviewees
were free to ask the researcher questions and to receive honest answ ers to their
questions. Fontana and Frey discuss this approach in the following:
. . . the researcher m a y . . . “ come down” to the level of the respondent
and engage in a “ real” conversation with “ give and take” and empathie
understanding. This makes the interview more honest, morally sound,
and reliable, because it treats the respondent as an equal, aEows him or
her to express personal feelings, and therefore presents a more
“ realistic” picture than can be uncovered using traditional interview
methods, (p. 371)
Qandinin and ConneUy ( 1994) consider this type of interaction a pers onal experience
method of conversation:
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Conversations are marked by equality among participants and by
flexibility to allow group participants to establish the form and topics
inçortant to their inquiry. Conversation entails listening. The
listener’s response may constitute a probe into experience that takes
the representation o f experience fer beyond what is possible in an
interview. Indeed, there is probing in conversation, in-depth probing,
but it is done in a situation of mutual trust, listening, and caring for the
experience described by the other, (p. 422)
Interviews with recipients took approximately up to one hour each and most
were conducted over the phone. The conversations were taped, transcribed and
analyzed. Altheide & Johnson (1994) recommend reflexive accounting as a means of
obtaining a “

definition of the situation . . . ” ( p. 491). A modified version of their

suggestions was employed in obtaining the following “ generic” information firom each
respondent (when such information was unknown): the context. Le., the physical
setting and environment in which the event took place as well as information about
how and why the event was organized, i.e., birthday, anniversary, etc.; the number of
participants, what relation they had to the recipient, and who organized the event; how
the event was orchestrated; the temporal order of who spoke when; any significant or
unusual happenings, including how they came about and w hat the consequences were;
and the recipient’s reflected perspective and value given to the event. Other
questions a tten ç ted to discover the similarities and diSerences in how a recipient felt
about him or herself and his or her relationships, both before and after the event, as
well as what other effects the event may have had. These accounts provide much of
the “ thick description” in the text. Denzin (1994) says:
A thick description. . . gives the context of an experience, states the
intentions and meanings that organized the experience, and reveals the
experience as a process. Out of this process arises a te x t’s claims for
truth, or its verisimilitude, (p. 505)
Once each interview was complete, notes were written up about the interview.
Although some researchers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) recommend not using tape
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recorders during interviews because they may inhibit subject’s responses, the
conversations were taped in order to retain an accurate and reliable record. Other
methods of keeping records such as field logs, diaries, field notes, chronologs, context
maps, and sodeom etries, were not relevant to the study since information was
gathered primarily through conversations with respondents. However, a refiexivity
journal was kept (C am ey, 1990) which contains the author’s notes and reflections
about the interviews, personal thoughts, and feelings about the research and Living
Expressions in g e n eral Cross-case analysis and a case-oriented strategy was
incorporated to organize and analyze the data. Patterns, themes and negative cases
were looked fi)r in the interviews and documentation. Once conclusions were drawn,
they were verified by checking conclusions with respondents. W hen written about,
every attempt w as made to maintain the integrity of the viewpoint of the interviewee.
Interviewees gave their stam p of approval to everything that was w ritten or concluded
about them. This prevented the possibility of the author interpretive ly deceiving
hers elf and future readers into believing th at she knew more about the lives and
experiences of recipients than the recipients themselves.
Altheide and Johnson (1994) list the following possible communication
problems which one should be aware of when conducting a study: “ . . .
misinformation, evasions, lies, fironts, taken-for-granted meanings, problematic
meanings, self-deceptions” (p. 494). Hopefully, the establishment of trust and
rapport helped avoid some of these issues, and the clarification of meanings and
conclusions with respondents helped avoid others. Having pre-established good
relations should have limited the need for dishonesty, however, maybe in some cases
it actually made it harder for the respondent to say things that he or she did not think
the author wanted to hear. Lies, evasions, misinformation and self-deceptions
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generally have to be recognized intuitively, and errors in recognition and perception
may have occurred. This is a limitation of the study. Altheide and Johnson (1994)
suggest that the acknowledgment of such limitations is a necessary part of the
overaE picture: “ As we strive to make ourselves, our activities, and our claims more
accountable, a critical step is to acknowledge our aw areness of a process that may
actuaEy impede and prevent our adequate understanding of aErelevant dimensions of
an activity” (p. 494). This is such a process.
Treatment of D ata
Denzin( 1989) recommends that after ethnographers have become deeply
involved in the Eves of their respondents and gained an in-depth understanding of
their subject, they then write the respondent's stories in a contextualized way and
provide interpretations of the stories. This is the method used by many renowned
ethnographers such as MaEnowski, Mead, RadcEff-Brown and Bates on.
Unfortunately, the resulting interpretations are problematic because they are only
interpretations. Some quaEtative research methods attem pt to overcome this
problem by inviting the subject to play a coEaborative role by eEciting his or her
s ta n ç of approval on everything that is said or written about him or her (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985), as was done in this study. However, as Denzin and LincoEi (1994)
note: “ There are no objective observations, only observations sociaEy situated in the
worlds of the observer and the observed” (p. 12). They further state that: “ There is
no single interpretive truth” (p. 15). This indicates that aE observations and insights
are relativist ontologies which are subject to as many interpretations as there are
interpreters, and interpretations change over time. Van M aanen ( 1988) says :
“ Events and conversations of the past are forever being reinterpreted in Eght of new
understandings and continuing dialogue with the studied “ (p. 118). Thus aE reports
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are situated in time and subject to (inevitable) change (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).
“ Knowing a culture, even our own, is a never-ending story” (Van Maanen, 1988, p.
119). One of the governing assumptions relative to naturalistic inquiry is that
everything will change and the design must be flexible enough to accommodate
whatever changes may occur (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In interpreting discoveries, an
attempt was made to adopt to the following unconventional attitudes and methods
which Denzin (1994) mentions are used in the interpretive community by some
scholars:
Interpretation is an art that cannot be formalized. Scholars are
increasingly concerned with the logic of the text, especially the
problems involved in presenting lived experience and the point of view
of the Other. Many are preoccupied with the biases in the emotional
stories they tell and are drawn to experimental forms of writing; some
reject mainstream narrative realism. It is common for texts now to be
grounded in antifoundational system s of dis course (local knowledge,
local emotions). These texts tell emancipatory stories grounded in race,
class, and gender. Personal experience is a major source of empirical
material for many, as are cultural texts and materials gathered via the
ethnographic method. More than a few researchers expose their
writerly selves in first-person accounts, and many are attempting to
produce reader-fiiendly, multivoiced texts that speak to the worlds of
lived experience. It is becoming commonplace for qualitative
researchers to be advocates of the moral communities they represent,
while attempting to participate directly in social change, (p. 512)
Geertz (1988) says: “ . . . negotiating the passage firom what one has been
through ‘out th ere’ to what one says ‘back here,’ is not psychological in character. It
is literary” (p. 78). Interpretive and descriptive realism writing styles are used in the
text. Interpretations are based on the experiences of the author, as well as the other
recipients. This is a multivoiced story. Although every attempt has been made to let
the voices of the respondents speak for them selves, it would be foolish to presume
that the author can get out of the way completely, especially since ultimately the
author is the one writing the text. As Denzin( 1994) says, “. . . all writing is
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interpretive” and

. all texts are bi ased. . . suggesting that so-caEed objective

interpretations are impossible” (p. 507).
The traditional quantitative pos itivis tic approach to research highEghts
“ objective” methodology as the means to its ends. M adison (1988) explains the
scientific approach by saying that:
. . . one has only to leam the method itself in and for itselfi it is an
inteEectual technique. Having done so, one has only to apply it to
whatever subject m atter one chooses; the only criterion in applying the
method is correctness ofappEcation.. . . one’s guide is the method
itself not the subject m atter to which it is appEed. (p. 28)
Janesick (1994) caEs this process “ methodolatry” :
I use the term methodolatry, a combination o f m ethod and idolatry, to
describe a preoccupation with selecting and defending methods to the
exclusion of the actual substance of the story being told
Ei ray
lifetime I have w itnessed an ahnost constant obsession with the trinity
ofvaEdity, reEabflity, and generalizabiEty. It is always tempting to
become over-involved with method and, in so doing, separate
experience firom knowing. Methodolatry is another way to move away
firom unders tanding the actual experience of participants in the research
project. In the final stage of writing up the project, it is probably wise to
avoid being overly preoccupied with method.. . . QuaEtative research
depends on the presentation of soEd descriptive data, so that the
researcher leads the reader to an understanding of the meaning of the
experience under study, (p. 215)
Some researchers beEeve that focusing too much on methods of obtaining and
analyzing data, can conceal the hrçortant relationship betw een the method and the
purpose of the study (Erickson 1986; Wolcott, 1988, 1992). Rather than focusing on
methods to help buEd an understanding of the object of inquiry, most constructivists
and interpretivists are more concerned with knowing and being (Schwandt, 1994).
Strauss (1987) and his “ grounded theory” is an exception. Like the proponents of
positivism, not only is Strauss (1987) preoccupied w ith theory buEding—indeed this is
his primary fi)cus, hence the name grounded theory—a.nd analysis, but he also adopts
“ . . . a textual style that frequently subordinates lived experience and its
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interpretations to the grounded theorist’s reading ofthe situation” (Denzin, 1994, p.
508). Because the interest of this study rests primarily in relating lived experience
through compelling description told by multiple voices, S trauss’s approach is
inappropriate. W hat methods are used in research depends largely on purpose, which
in turn depends on the epistemological nature ofthe study (Schwandt, 1994). This
study has been approached from the interpretivist point of view which argues that
there is no such thing as subjectivity and objectivity, because existence itself is
hermeneutical (Ravinow & Sullivan, 1987). All inquiry is interpretive because, as
Schwandt (1994) explains:
. . . we do not simply live out our lives in time and through language;
rather, we are our history. The feet that language and history are both
the condition and the limit of understanding is what makes the process
of meaning construction hermeneuticaL (p. 120)
With these thoughts in mind, trustworthiness has been built into the study in
several ways in order to provide as much validity as one can have in a study which is
interpretive (se e Wolcott, 1990, for a comprehensive argument against validity).
When each subject was interviewed, the interview was audio-taped and notes were
simultaneously made. Afterwards, the information gleaned from the tapes and notes
was verified with the interviewees. To fiirther maintain reliability and validity, an
audit trail w as kept which contains all audio-taped conversations and interviews,
transcripts, documentation, plus all notes and jomnals made during the inquiry. This
information is “ transparent” , i.e., available for confirmation by others, as long as
sources have provided their permission for these to be publicly accessible.
Qandinin & Connelly ( 1994) say: “ . . . a research account looks for the
patterns, narrative threads, tensions, and themes either within or across individuals ’
personal experience” (p. 423). Denzin ( 1989) recommends H usserl’s original concept
of bracketing in order to thoroughly examine and make meaning of the data which has
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been gathered. The researcher followed these recommendations by: 1) finding the
most important phrases or statem ents within the personal experience or self-stories
of recipients that directly addressed how participants felt fallowing their involvement
in a Living Expression; 2) interpreting the phrases and statem ents as a
knowledgeable reader; 3) obtaining interpretations ofthe phrases and statements
firom participants; 4) looking for basic, recurring themes that were related to feelings
following involvement in a Living Expression; and 5) providing a tentative statement
regarding the effects Living Expressions have had based on the basic, recurring
themes which were discovered. The “ soft” theoretical hypothesis—that Living
Expressions had som e effect on self-esteem and relationships—was subject to a
nearly negative case analysis. Lincoln and Cuba (1985) explain: “ . . . if a hypothesis
could be formulated that fit some reasonable number of c a se s-e v e n as low, say, as
60%—there would seem to be substantial evidence of its acceptability” (pp. 312-313).
With all of these “ methods” in place, it is important to remember that validity, as well
as trustworthiness, are interpretive. As Altheide and Johnson (1994) say:
All knowledge and claims to knowledge are reflexive ofthe process,
assum ptions, location, history, and context of knowing and the knower.
From this point of view, validity depends on the “ interpretive
communities,” or the audiences—who may be other than researchers
and academics—and the goals ofthe research. Validity will be quite
diferent for different audiences, (p. 488)
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FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
Living Expression Events
The Living Expressions on which this study w as based, were conducted in
several different w ays. In three ofthe events, there was one primary recipient to
whom ail participants disclosed their appreciation, and there was no reciprocal
disclosure. Details on these events are as follows:
1) This one-way Living Expression was arranged by participants Lynn and
Marcus, for recipient, Paul. It w as a 70th birthday surprise. It was attended by: Paul;
Paul’s wife, Hellen; his son, Marcus; three of his four daughters, Michele, Christy and
Teri; his children’s three significant others ; and three of his grandchildren. It occurred
in July, 1996.
2) This one-way Living Expression was arranged by participant, Lynn, for her
step-mother; recipient, Laura. It was organized in response to Laura’s diagnosis of a
potentially terminal disease. It was attended by: Laura; Laura’s husband, Ray;
Laura’s daughter, Cathy; Laura’s son-in-law, Dave; and her step-daughters, Lynn and
Janine. It occurred in June, 1998.
3) This one-way event w as arranged by a participant/friend for recipient, Ray.
The purpose ofthe event was to provide support for Ray through his new and difficult
role as a caregiver for a wife with a potentially terminal disease. It was attended by
Ray and ten of his male fiiends. It occtured in September, 1998.
43
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In two of the other events there was one primary recipient who all participants
expressed appreciation to, and in turn the primary recipient expressed appreciation
back to each participant. These included the following:
4) This Living Expression was arranged by primary recipient, Ray, as a
birthday present to himself It was organized for the purpose of dis covering what
femily members felt about Ray. It was attended by Ray; R ay’s wife, Laura; his two
daughters, Lynn and Janine; and his son-in-law, Marcus. It occurred in May, 1995.
5) This event was arranged by primary recipient, Lynn, for herself It was a
birthday experiment. It was attended by Lynn and nine of her friends. It occurred in
September, 1995.
In the remaining two events, aUparticipants were also recipients; everyone
mutually disclosed the ways they appreciated everyone else.
6) This mutual exchange event was arranged by participant/recipient, Lynn.
The purpose ofthe event was to bring togetherfenuly members and to do something
nice. It was attended by: Lyim; her mother, Megan; and her sister, Janine. It occurred
in December, 1995.
7) This mutual exchange event was organized by participant/recipient, Marcus.
Marcus hoped to reconcile with and feel closer to fenûly. It was attended by: Marcus;
his parents, Paul and Hellen; and his four sisters, Michele, Carrie, Christy and Teri
It occurred in January, 1996. This event differed from all other events in several ways.
First, it was spread out over a weekend rather than confined to two or three hours like
the other events. Second, there was a period of time spent on “ checkin,” where
everyone provided an update on what was going on in their lives—in other events this
was not done. Finally, although the primary expressed purpose of this event was to
disclose positive feelings about recipients—as was the case with all the other events
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and is, in feet, the purpose of a Living Exprès s ion—this particular event allowed for
participants to disclose negative as well as positive feelings about one another.
Recipient responses to this event suggested that the time spent on “ check in,” and
the revelation of negative experiences that were discussed, provided an extra
opportunity for insight into aspects of dis closers which was not revealed in events
that did not contain these elem ents. Recipients indicated that m ost ofthe negative
things which were discussed had to do with issues that had occurred in the past and
because the focus was on positive disclosure, “ blaming” did not occiur. In the smaller
mutual exchange Living Expression betw een Megan and her daughters, negative
things in the past were also discussed. This did not seem to affect the outcome of
either event except in terms of all participantfrecipients gaining a deeper
understanding of one another. G reater understandings also took place in the other
events. Differentiation of effects based on how events were structured was not
conclusively distinguishable and results pertaining to structure were uncertain.
Interviews and Observations
Eleven out of twelve recipients were interviewed for this study. The twelfth
recipient was overseas at the time the interviews took place and could not be
contacted to participate. Because ofthe close relationship of recipients to the author,
all names have been changed in order to protect those who wished to remain
anonymous. All but two ofthe recipients in these events were participants in more
than one event, and three were primary recipients in two events. W ith the exception
of the recipient involved in the m ost recent event, most recipients indicated that too
much time had passed since the event occurred for them to remember certain specifics.
Noteworthy is the feet that although some ofthe events occurred as long as three or
more years ago, and recipients often claimed only to recall general good feelings about
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what had happened, their responses showed that they often actually remembered a
significant amount of d eta il
Recipients indicated that the majority of las ting effects relate primarily to
relational deepening and appear to be the result of highly personal self-disclosure.
Other effects, such as those pertaining to mood, self-concept, and self-esteem
enhancements, were generally not lasting, often uncertain, and in some cases,
apparently non-existent.
As self-enhancement theorists and any non-masochist would have expected,
aft recipients enjoyed hearing positive things said about them selves. The combined
self-enhancement/self-consistency theory was particularly weft supported because
m ost recipients also indicated that the event did not affect the way they felt about
themselves. The following are some exançles.
“ I liked it,” Michele said, about hearing positive things about hers elf in context
of the large, mutual exchange femily appreciation which took place between her, her
three sisters, brother, and their parents. When asked if the event had any short or
long terra impact on the way she felt about herself she said, “ No.”
“ I loved hearing the stuff that people had to say to me, about me and about
how I was appreciated, and as weft about how they appreciated other members of the
femily. . . ” Christy said, about the same event. When asked if the event effected the
way she felt about herself Christy said, “ I don’t think so.”
Paul was also a participantfrecipient in the same large mutual exchange femily
event discussed above. He was also the recipient ofthe surprise, 70th birthday Living
Expression, which was attended by 12 of his extended femily members including his
wife, children, children’s spouses, and grandchildren. Hearing appreciation at both
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events was “ Good, of course,” Paul said. He also said that neither event affected
how he felt about him self
O fthe one-way event held for Laura, in response to her illness, Laura said: “ I
felt appreciated, I felt loved, I felt seen in positive w ays. That was wonderful I felt
very gratefol for that process

” Laura did not express any changes in terms of

feelings about h erself
Lynn’s reflections about the birthday event she held for herself were consistent
with the combined self-enhancement/self-consistency theory; she indicated that she
felt glad that she had organized the event, but that overall the event did not change
how she felt about hers elf as much as it just confirmed positive things of which she
was already aw are. She said:
. . . hearing w hat they felt about me was wonderful
the feeling of
love that w as generated was incredible. I felt so much love for
everyone in that room and I felt so loved by t h e m . . . . It’s extraordinary
to feel so loved and appreciated. It gave me a perspective on m yself
that I was a really valuable person to all those people
There’s a part
of my head that says positive things about m yself and there’s a part
that says negative things. That e ve nt . . . didn’t make me see or feel
differently. It ju st added weight to the positive voices in my h e a d . . . . It
was a confirmation. I was so glad that I had the guts to follow through
on the whole thing. It was like having a cheering section. It felt terrific.
. . . I guess it gave me a hit of confidence. I could do something that
was really scary and it could be a terrific success.
In M egan’s mutual exchange appreciation with her two daughters, Megan said
that hearing positive things about hers elf was “ very nice.” Although she did not “ . . .
remember anything specific after three years

my overall feeling about it was very

positive.” She indicated that the event did not make her feel any differently about
herself
“ It gave me . . . a nice little ego boost,” Janine said, about hearing the positive
things said to h er by her mom and sister at their small m utual exchange event. She
also said:
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It made me feel like, wow. I’m a cool person.. . . It just kind of makes
you think about yourself in a l ight . . . not only do I feel b e t t er . . . and
not only am I a really cool person, but these people that I care about feel
that way [about me] too . . . and wow, they brought up some points that
I didn’t even know about m yself and th at’s really cool too because now
[they’ve] . . . added another cool part onto my personality that I didn’t
know was there.. . . W hen you hear that type of thing. . . it reinforces
some ofthe good aspects of yours elf
Janine could not remember if the event made her feel any differently about herself
This would indicate that her “ boost” did not last and suggests that the event did not
have any lasting effects on her self-esteem .
The element of pleasant surprise that Janine indicated in hearing certain
positive things about herself was a fector reiterated by a number of recipients. A
couple of recipients were so surprised by the disclosures they heard that they had
trouble even believing what was said. Since most recipients indicated that they did
not feel differently about them selves, per se, after the event, the aspect of pleasant
dis belief further supports the combined s ehf enhancement/self-cons is tency theory.
“ W hen people told me the positive things they thought about me I had mixed
feelings,” Teri said about the event with her parents, brother and sisters. She
continued: “ It felt happy, it felt good. It was [also] sometimes maybe a little hard to
swallow. Maybe like. Wow! Really? Do you really appreciate that?”
Christy was particularly surprised to find out several “ interesting” things that
her parents and one of her sisters felt about her that she had not known before. She
discovered that her parents were glad that she had gotten a divorce, and that her
oldest siste r “ju st loved me to death” when she was a child. But what surprised
Christy the m ost was “ Dad said we were more important to him than his
grandchildren, which blew me away. I did not think that at all. It took a long time for
me to even believe that was true.”
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“ Some ofthe positive things that were said about me were surprising,” Hellen
s aid of the mutual exchange femily event with her hus band, s on and daughters. “ I
didn’t think my children had as good an opinion about me as they did.”
Marcus, who organized the large femily Living Expression, said:
It was surprising because there were expressions of admiration that I
didn’t expect for both my lifestyle and other aspects of m yself . . . I
thought quite the opposite, I thought that they were things that they
[the femily] thought very little o f . . . Not just lifestyle, but also equally
important, personal traits, personal qualities, like perseverance, like . . .
my idealism, a n d . . . pursuing my heart, doing what I wanted to do in
my life. They appreciated and respected things that were important to
me, [things] I always thought that represented black sheep elements of
myself m relationship to the femfly and to them, [things] that [I
thought] were against their grain and were not appreciated. So that
was wonderful to hear, to get affirmed in that way.
Megan was also surprised to leam new things. She said:
. . . the impact that [I had] on the lives of my children was greater than I
thought it w as. You always know that you have an impact on the lives
of your children, but it was interesting to hear them express i t . . . from
their points of view.
Ray expressed a similar sentiment about the effect ofthe birthday Living
Expression that he organized for himself
The importance of [the event] w as that it provided a w ealth of feeling
that I was an important person in the lives of my daughters. I never felt
that as tangibly. I always felt that I’d neglected large aspects . . . I was
relieved that I had instilled a positive in ç a c t.. . . [I got] a better
understanding about how I was loved and I felt it also gave an opening
for saying [appreciative things] on a more regular basis.
The effects of hearing what was said at Ray’s one-way Living Expression with
his ten friends, were similar to those he had at the femily event:
. . . it was very touching, very moving because I had little idea that I ’d
had the kind of impact on their lives that they were describing. So that
was very curious, it was like a reality check in terms of my public life
amongst a group of friends who were outside the immediate femily.. . .
it gave me a clearer picture of w hat my role was in that setting.. . . The
feeling that I got out of it was one of enormous support, that I had some
very close friends that I hadn’t really considered close because I hadn’t

Reproduced with permission o fth e copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

50
related to people in that way before. So I kind of discovered another
level ofthe relationships that I’d generated.
Although most recipient’s responses indicated that Living Expressions had no
effects on their self-esteem, the experiences of three recipients indicate that living
Expressions hold the possibility of changing aspects of one’s self-identity. The
following examples lend credence to symbolic interactionist theorists ’ reflected
appraisal process. For Hellen, Lynn and Ray, the disclosures they heard about
themselves were epiphanies of sorts that permanently changed some aspects(s) of
the way they thought about them selves. For Lynn and Ray it also changed the quality
of certain personal interactions.
Hellen felt that the positive feedback she received from her kids helped her to
be less critical and accept herself more:
M ostly the feeling was like, “ Yeah, you didn’t do things exactly as we
would have liked them to be done, but it was okay, you were great
parents and we love you.” That was really very good for me to be able
to feeL that it was okay for me to have screwed up . . . I think I was
always harder on myself than I needed to be and I think I still am to an
extent, but I ’ve learned to ease off and not expect perfection from
m yself I think the experience [ofthe event] was a big part of that.
Lynn related a transformative experience she had in the small, mutual
exchange femily appreciation she had with her mother and younger sister;
Hearing what my mom had to say was a surprise. I discovered that my
mom actually felt many positive things about me that I hadn’t been
aware of Previous to that event I always felt like a loser in her e y e s . . .
.just to hear ways that she did appreciate me was like a revelation.. . .
I discovered that I had a misconception.. . . It has made me feel more
comfortable when I’m with my mom, I don’t feel like I ’m as much of a
screw up in her eyes anymore. That’s made me feel more confldent,
especially when I’m with h e r . . . . It changed the relationship for me. I
don’t know that she felt that it did [the same for her], but for me our
relationship hasn’t been the same since then.. . . I’ve also felt more
comfortable telling her how I feel about things, especially more
comfortable teUing her when I’m uncomfortable with things she says or
does. W e’re able to talk about things more and work through them.
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For Ray, his two events deeply altered the way he sees himself and the way
he interacts in the greater community. Ray said of his flrst Living Express ion: “ The
core of my ability to speak my heart began on that evening.” He also said that the
event:
. . . began a cycle of receiving, to realize th at it was okay to receive.
That w as an important piece that I’d alm ost rejected.. . . I have always
had a certain shyness about accepting gifts of appreciation. I realized
that people can not give unless there’s someone willing to receive and
there have to be both halves to complete th at cycle of human affection.
Both [events] were progressive stages of feeling confident. I
feel as though I’ve kind of gone through a wall of time and now I feel as
though I ’m a mature fector in the community and I have to watch
som ew hat more carefully both my speech and actions, because I feel as
though I have an impact on people. So the responsibility of being a
community member has increased as a result of that. Then again, so
has my impact because now . . . I’m able to use that influence in a
positive and healthy way with consciousness where before it was
largely doing good deeds by stumbling into them instead of doing
[them] consciously and saying, “ I’m a force in peoples lives and I have
to be careful and thoughtful about what my presence is like.”
In some cases recipients were strongly affected by the experience of seeing
themselves through the eyes of others, hi other cases hearing disclosures enabled
recipients to gain a new, unexpected, and in some cases, profound, understanding of
others, in ways never before grasped. The later are expressed in the following
examples.
M egan said ofthe event with her daughters :
. . .it w as interesting to compare our memories of events and
experiences through the years. Some of them were different, some of
them one person remembered and another didn’t, some things we all
saw the sam e way, some we all saw in different ways. Sometimes we
saw th at a little action by one person would affect somebody else very
strongly, even though it w asn’t a bit deal for the person doing it. The
different degrees of impact that things in our fives had upon each other
was very interesting.
Laura’s event, attended by her husband, daughter, son-m-law and two step
daughters, made her understand and accept some of her femily members in new ways.
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In recalling an interaction with one participant, Laura said: “ Cathy so rt of broke down
in a particular way and I basically saw a whole new level of her difficulty. It was very
meaningM for me. I understood people a lot more deeply.” Disclosures of
appreciation by another femily member als o strongly affected Laura:
. . . it had a transforming effect on my relationship with D a v e .. . .
s omehow the way he opened up in th at particular environment and his
sincerity. . . That was a very important point in terms of our deepening
to g eth er.. . . It helped me see him much more clearly and actually love
him .. . . I know there was a turning point there . . . I would have trouble
with Dave, accepting him, and from that point on I didn’t have trouble at
alL The relationship opened up.
In the large, mutual family Living Expression, Christy discovered things about
her brother and one of her sisters in their disclosures which were “ eye-opening” for
her. After the event she: “ . . . felt good about nty . . . older sister, we had not had a
great relationship.” She also, “ . . . felt b etter about my brother.”
Teri said, ofthe large femily event:
Seeing [my sister] in a different light and hearing real feelings and not
as they would show through the personality, more on a raw kind of level
. . . made me realize that there were some really common threads
actually tying everyone in the femily
I was able to realize th at imder
the different beings w e’re really not all that different.
Hellen was particularly touched by the revelations of one of her daughters in
the large femily event:
Carrie was estranged from the femily for some time, we didn’t feel like
she felt like part of it. After the experience, I felt like I was knowing her
for the first time. She was open about her feelings for the first time and
that was wonderfiil.
Paul gained a lasting, greater understanding of all five of his children:
I think I got a better understanding of where my children w ere coming
from, which I knew, but it’s always revealing how the sam e event is
viewed differently and not always the way you viewed i t . . . . you look at
an event or something that happened and you feel that everyone sees it
the w ay you do, and all of a sudden it’s con^letely opposite to w hat you
thought. You bring forth your view and their view and all of a sudden
you understand that neither one of you is really a hundred percent right
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and it gives you a better view point of w hat’s going o n .. . . This brings
a better understanding between the two of you
The relationships
are better, because you get a better view of [the kids’] inside thinking,
about how they look at things as different from you. That made a
difference. That’s lasted.
In the large frimily event, Marcus gained a deeper understanding of and
appreciation for, a sis ter from whom he had previous ly felt cons iderable dis tance. Her
disclosures enabled Marcus to accept her more and to feel comfortable mutually
disclosing back to her:
W hen it got to my older sister, the one that I had the most
uncomfortable feelings and uncertainty and trepidation about s haring
with . . . I think that it had already been unfolding. . . she shared w ith . .
. other people back and forth a little bit, and I really got to feel a sense
of her that I had never bad before, th at she was a real person not ju st
some image that I had of her. She had grown and changed in probably
equally as many ways as I had over the years, and in my lack of contact
with her I had foiled to see that, so [listening to her] made me feel
really open and vulnerable towards her in ways that I didn’t expect to. I
trusted her . . . she was sharing a lot and ta l l ^ g about herself and
openly expressing a lot of caring in ways that I had not seen her do
before.. . . I found my self really liking her as a person . . . maybe that
was m ostly because I felt approved of [by her] and that allowed me to
open up and be approving of her.
Marcus’s experience exemplifies one ofthe practical “ laws” of social penetration
theory which sta te s that self-disclosure necessitates mutual disclosure at the same or
nearly the sam e level particularly when relationships are just developing (Altman,
1973; Vanlear, Jr. 1987). In the case of Marcus and his sister, although they’d known
each other for approximately thirty-nine y ears,—M arcus’s entire life, and m ost of
hers—, their relationship could almost be considered brand new because it had never
been developed.
Many recipients indicated a tendency to feel that Living Expression events had
the strongest impact on relationships which were viewed as particularly problematic
before the event. Marcus felt that the mutual exchange Living Expression with his
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femily improved his relationship with everyone, but he was especially excited about
his change in feeling towards his sister—as noted above—and his fether. Marcus said:
. . . probably the m ost remarkable thing was that I saw [my fother] . . .
as a person in a way that I never had before. He was always just
“ Dad” and my projections and perceptions of him kept him in a box:
“ Dad that couldn’t share,” “ Dad that couldn’t understand.” . . .
Suddenly he was this open-hearted, caring person that had a really
tender side aside from the logic and the other sides of him, and that was
wonderful W hen I left after that e v e n t. . . suddenly I realized I had a
Father. A Father that w asn’t like “ Father in a box.” — [He became]
“ Father as friend,” someone who really cared and that I really loved
deeply.. . . I think it was the first time that both of us really felt the
depth ofthe mutual acceptance and love and care. I felt like for the first
time in my life . . . that I had a fenfily, not just a fether, but a femily and
it was wholesome and it was something that I did really care about and
they really cared about me
It was a real turning point after many
years of not really feeling any of those things.. . . I think t h a t . . . those
feelings permanently shifted.. . . it’s not as poignant as it was in those
moments, but it will never go away. The comers were turned, and w e’ll
never go back.
In relationships where the feelings of distance were not as great, recipient’s
feelings about their relationships before versus after the event were still more
positive, just less dramatic. Janine, Megan, and Michele exenq)lify this fecet of Living
Expressions.
Janine said that the event “ subtly” changed her relationship with her mother
and sister:
. . . I did feel clos er to [my mom and s is ter]. I felt like, w hat a neat
thing, w e’ve been with each other forever, for our lifetime . . . a n d . . .
that made me feel more connected to [them], and I think it opened up a
line of communication that maybe was there, but I think it maybe
enhanced it, made it easier to ju st talk in general, and to ju st to look at
[them] and know, they really think that I’m cool
I think that initially
that effect was more powerfiil, but the long term effect has definitely
been sustained.
Megan did not feel differently about her relationship with her daughters after
the event at aft. W hen asked if any changes had taken place, she emphatically said:
“ No. I’m very fiercely, strongly, tied to [my daughters], and th at tie was not less or
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greater afterwards, ju st there. It’s always there, it’s always strong.” W hat she did
say the event did was “ . . . reinforce the love o fth e women in our femily, the love and
appreciation we have ft)r each o th er. . . ”
Michele could not remember if any changes had taken place in her relationships
after taking part in the large, femily, mutual Living Expression. However, she felt that
the event provided another step in the development ofthe relationships in general:
“ You spend your whole lifetime building a relationship, refining it, and it w as ju st
another refinement. Another piece ofthe experience.”
Something in the study that seem ed particularly interesting was that some
participants could feel their relationship with som eone else had changed significantly
as a result ofthe event, and the other person would not express having noticed any
changes in the relationship at aft. For example, in the mutual exchange event with her
mother and sister, Lynn felt that her relationship with her mother, Megan, had
completely changed for the better. However, M egan did not express a similar feeling
about her relationship with Lynn. In the large femily mutual exchange, Marcus and
Christy both felt th at their relationship with Michele had significantly opened, but
Michele could not recall feeling any differently about any of her femilial relationships
other than a general sense that they had been refined by the event. Several recipients
indicated that their definitive sense of positive change had occurred in relationships
which they felt had been problematic before the event. Since in the examples
provided, the other parties did not mention a similar sense of disparity in the
relationship, it is postulated that such disparity did not exist for them so there was no
place for dramatic irrçrovements or alterations in their perceptions, i.e., they had no
need for fixing som ething which, from their perspective, was not broken. As
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participants disclosed their inner feelings, recipients understood them in new ways.
When misperceptions or mis understandings w ere cleared up as the result of
self-disclosure, an enhanced feeling of closeness was experienced towards the person
who was previously misunderstood. This exemplifies the power and potential not only
of disclosing, but also of listening and understanding. Ray shared his experience of
this phenomenon which occurred in both of his events:
[I] ju st felt closer to everyone. W hat w as curious is that I felt closer to
them w hether they did to me or not. That perhaps, was inçortant, that
as I began to have a more independent sense of what my relationship
was, s o l could feel affection and love and congas s ion and sy n g ath y for
them, without them changing! [Laughs] They didn’t have to be better
people or something else. This was so rt a secondary effect, it made
those feelings more spontaneous in me.
M ost ofthe effects reported as a result of Living Expressions were positive.
However, there were some exceptions. The w orst experience related by a Living
Expression recipient came from Christy, who was involved in the mutual event with
her sister, brother and parents. Due to the large group size, a lack of planning, and
certain timing issues and restraints, there w as not enough time for all participants to
express their appreciation to everyone or to receive appreciation from everyone.
Christy was a participant/recipient who felt particularly left out. Her presentation was
interrupted several times by pizza arriving for dinner during the start of disclosing
appreciation to someone, and after dinner she contended with ftdl-bellied, partial
attention to her disclosures. Her disclosures were also intermpted by various femily
members having to leave the event because they had not allowed enough time and had
to catch planes in two cases and go home to attend a baby in another. One of her
sisters disclosed appreciation to Christy in the car on the way to the airport. Christy
said: “ The w ay that I saw it was that I was coming to appreciate each member of my
femily—which I was excited about—and to be appreciated back. I didn’t feel like I got
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either one of those things done

In the end, although some of Christy’s feelings

about some members in her family were more positive than before the event, her
feeling about her role in the fenrrily was not enhanced:
I think th a t
it kind of cemented my feelings about where I stand in
this femily. Not that I’m not important, not that I ’m not loved, not that
I’m not cared for, but that somehow or another, in some way. I’m just
not at the same level.
Christy’s perceptions may have been altered by having a more structured
event. Had there been a better level of organization, her impres s ion of her pos ition in
the fenuly might have been changed for the better after the event rather than
“ cemented.” Fortunately, she felt that the gains which were made outweighed the
negative aspects:
I love the idea of being with my femily, nuclear femily as it w a s .. . . That
part of it was awesome for me. You know, it was the first time that I
had ever been with all of my siblings and my parents, without our
significant others or our children, in twenty-five years . . . out of choice..
. . This was ju st us, and it was jus t for u s. . . . That whole feeling I think,
carried me through and made . . . all the things that happened, okay,
because the idea that we all wanted to do that was so empowering for
me.
Marcus also expressed mixed feelings about the event with his parents and
sisters. He was glad that he had initiated the mutual exchange, but was disappointed
at the way it had been organized. He considered the positive and negative aspects of
the event, and said:
I actually felt better about m yself in respect to [being] really glad we
[had the event] . . . . it was quite amazing that it actually worked and
that it happened so wonderfiiUy in the ways it did. At the same time, I
also had mixed feelings of feeling kind of at a lo s s .. . . I [could have]
looked at it [only] firom the perspective that the event was kind of
clumsy in terms of organization and not everybody had a chance to
share with each other, but each time that I thought about that I just had
to look at my other mixed feeling about how incredible it was that the
event could have happened at all and how much catharsis and healing
and wonderful feelings and expressions and sharing of appreciation took
place between everyone.
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Christy and M arcus’s negative experiences and feelings could have been
eliminated if the group had been more cohesive. Their stories exemplify reasons why
Living Expressions should endeavor to resemble T-groups as much as possible, as
the other events did. Luckily, just the feet ofthe femily being willing to all gather
together was enough to out weigh, or a t least balance, Christy and M arcus’s negative
feelings. If events are not organized and properly balanced, they could conceivably
have damaging effects on self-esteem and relationships. Christy’s experiences may
also further dem onstrate the need for mutual disclosure. She was not able to disclose
to everyone or hear everyone disclose to her, and this was disturbing particularly
since that’s what h e r expectation ofthe event had been.
Ray expressed a similar concern related to the events: “ People might be left
out and it could actually deepen the chasm in some relationships.. . . If these
presentations are n o t balanced in the event, then I think people can have a negative
reaction to it and feel further alienated. . . ” W hen asked if this had happened in either
ofthe Living Expression events in which he was the primary recipient, he indicated a
certainty that it had:
I know that w as happening.. . . I let it happen in the men’s group
because I felt like I could return that gift to the group over a period of
time of teUing people really how grateful I was to see them and passing
on those qualities. I was aware that this was an hoinr-and-a-half
attention focused just on me to help me get through a very difficult time .
.. I know it exists because I know how some of these men react and
they would be very selfishly inclined. They were going to resent having
anyone get th a t much attention.
Ray’s example has to do with participant responses rather than recipient responses,
but it does relate to the issue of mutual disclosure. If Ray left the event feeling better
because he had heard positive disclosures about himself from his fiiends, but his
fiiends left feeling resentful of Ray because he got so much attention, the quality ofthe
relationships would not be enhanced.
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Lynn told of a related experience with a participant at her birthday Living
Expression.
One unusual thing that happened was that afterwards one friend came
up and told me that she hadn’t felt like I’d said enough positive stuff
about her. She said that I hadn’t said I loved her, but I’d told other
people that. She was one ofthe last people out o f nine that I’d shared
with near the end of a two hour session. I kissed her and hugged her
and reiterated my positive feelings for her. She felt better.
Ray and Lynn’s experiences beg fer inquiry into participant responses to Living
Expressions. M easures should be taken to avoid participants feelingresentfiil or
worse about their relationships with the recipient after an event. Other fectors also
need to be considered. Ray’s event was stmctured so that disclosures were one-way,
from participants to him only. Do participants feel more negative after participating in
an event with this structure, versus a partial mutual exchange—as occurred in Lynn’s
birthday event—or a full mutual exchange where everyone discloses to everyone?
Another interesting feet is that the above mentioned events were the only ones
occurring with friends rather than femily. This may or may not be significant. The
relative closeness ofthe relationships is another fector for consideration. Since the
need for reciprocity of self-disclosure is considered to decline as relationships
progresses and tru st is established (Altman, 1973; Altman and Taylor, 1973; Berger
& Calabrese, 1975; Moreton, 1978), a recipient’s current general level ofcloseness to
the participants in general may determine the best structure for a group in order to
minimize potential problems.
When Laura was asked whether or not anything negative had happened as a
result of her one-way Living Expression, she expressed her belief that something had.
A couple of weeks following the event with her extended femily, Laura received what
she considered to be particularly negative disclosures about hers elf from one ofthe
participants. She said:
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It felt like some negative stuff got buried and then came up la te r.. . . W e
had a very positive experience with the Living Expression, and then a
negative experience, and it feels like they were somehow re la te d .. . .
On the one level there’s a lot ofpositiveness, but then underneath it
was som e negativity that w asn ’t dealt with that we had to deal with
la te r.. . . I think you have to get prepared for the other shoe to fell on
appreciations . . .
It is impossible to say whether or not this later disclosure actually had anything to do
with the Living Expression. Perhaps, as Ray suggested earlier, the participant felt left
out and resented Laura. Or maybe the participant felt more comfortable with Laura as
a res ult of the event and felt that it w as okay to expres s s uch feelings. Or maybe the
negative disclosure had to do with other things entirely.
Laura’s experience raises som e ingortant questions. Should living
Expressions be structured to include the disclosure of negative ingressions about
recipients as well as positive? If so, w hat is the best method for addressing these
issues? As mentioned earlier, the two Living Expression events involving mutual
exchanges contained communications regarding negative feelings that participants had
with recipients. However, these disclosures were primarily related to issues in the
past, and they did not seem to have a direct relationship to current feelings or the
overall positive effects ofthe exchanges. They were also discussed in safe, close,
femily units —not with people outside the femily circle. Future studies may want to
explore this subject in depth.
O ther angles relating to disclosures in the Living Expression environment
were expressed. Teri mentioned th at she felt “ . . . a little bit uncomfortable” hearing
appreciation in the planned, group environment. Michele and Teri both felt that the
“ carmed” nature ofthe event made disclosing somewhat difficult. Both
participantfrecipients had trouble getting in touch with feelings of appreciation that
were not spontaneous—it would have been easier for them had they been stimulated
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by the experience of a particularly touching mutual experience that sparked
spontaneous appreciation or an event like a foneral where getting in touch with such
feelings is easy. Teri felt uncomfortable hearing such expressions, out of context, so
to speak. Michele said:
I think it’s more difficult to [express appreciation] in a situation . . .
th at’s canned, [where] th at’s what the expectation is as opposed to
when it seems like the appropriate time
[I said] the things that I
could think of at the moment. There may have been more, many more
things [which w eren’t said].
“ It didn’t come o u t . . . easily,” Teri said. “ . . . [It was] hard to get in touch
with those feelings

It was like. Okay, what do I say? How do I say it?”

This sentim ent was also echoed by Ray who talked during his interview about
an experience of not being able to think of what to say during an impromptu
appreciation with a friend. Although little can be done to alleviate one’s discomfort
with hearing appreciation in a “ plarmed” environment, providing participants with a
tenglate with a list ofpossibihties before the event, which encourages them to think
ofthe different ways and reasons why they appreciate someone—such as that which
Schaeffer (1995) provides for traditional eulogies-could be helpful and is
recommended for fiiture events. Though not knowing what to say, or forgetting to say
things, is a participant rather than recipient response, the quality of participant’s
disclosures affect recipient’s reactions to those disclosures. It is in everyone’s best
interest for disclosures to be as smooth, rich and specific as possible.
Not all aspects of Living Expressions are positive, and certain issues must be
contended with in the future. However, when inglem ented with care and
cons ideration, the real and potential benefits of Living Expres s ions s eem to fer
outweigh the possible risks. There is compelling evidence to suggest that the events
can encourage strong positive changes in the way people perceive both themselves
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and others, and at the very least the events definitely enhance the quality of
relationships.
“ . . . W hat really sticks out now is the deepening in each relationship that [the
event] seem ed to generate,” Laura said. “ W hat Fm aware of is my perception of
each p e rso n

I’m much more aware ofthe love I feel for each person.”

Teri said:
The emotional h ig h . . . definitely adjusted, came back to a normal sort of
level, b u t . . . [what] has lasted, [is] that feeling of reaffirmation of what
that tie is with the femily and that feeling of being loved and part o f for
who instead o f w h a t. . . I am.
Marcus said that the event made possible a level ofcommimication with his
femily which was not previously there:
It opened a door to sharing in [a] way that has become a deep need in
my life with people. That that could happen with my femily, people I
would have lea st thought it could happen with, and that th a t’s an open
door now and can take place almost on demand, that they’re open to
that and see the value of it without being threatened by it, th a t’s
become a reality and t h a t ‘s really remarkable to me.
“ . . . I think I feel closer to all ofthe children because of it,” Hellen said.
Paul said:
. . . the relationships were better after, because you get a better view of
how everyone thought of it, how they looked at things. It ju st brought
us closer together
I got to say things that I was glad th at I did say,
probably would not have said them except in this type of situation.
Lynn mentioned how the birthday event strengthened her ties with the participants:
All of my relationships with everyone deepened ju st fi’om having
experienced such an unusual and wonderful event together, and also
because we expressed such deep things. I guess the long term effect
that I feel about the event was that it really cemented those fiiends to
me. I feel like all the people who attended are ferraly who I ’m
committed to for life. Even the person there who I felt the w eakest
fiiends h g bond with, I feel committed to, now, and probably forever.
She said of her two events :
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W ith both events, I feel like if I die or if any ofthe people who I did
these events dies sooner than w e’d like to expect, I feel good in
knowing that I have told them how much I love them. I don’t feel like
there’s anything positive that I haven’t told them. They know.
Ray said that Living Expressions “ . . . have had a profound impact on my life.
In reflecting on the value these events have in general, Ray said:
. . . you can not go back to old postures, or it’s not as e asy t o . . . . There
comes about an opportunity to change. You can get s e t in ways of
thinking about people. These events help clear your vision, they help
se t a positive vision and help develop healthy relationships with
yours elf and others
[A Living Expression] brings out the quality of
being human, of being more compassionate, more sympathetic, and of
appreciating the firagility of our lives . . . it helps to create an
understanding about impacts we have that we would never imagine. It
should show us that we really do impact one another and we can do this
in a conscious, constant, deliberate way. These are the qualities which
get reinforced in a Living Expression.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS
D iscussion of Results
The research suggests strong support for the combined self-enhancement/
self-consistency, self-esteem theories. All recipients felt good about hearing positive
things about them selves, and m ost indicated a mood enhancement as a result ofthe
event. M ost indicated that they felt b etter because they had participated in the group,
however longer term effects on self-esteem did not seem to exist—thus the study also
seem ed to support developmental psychologists’ belief that self-esteem is developed
in childhood and generally cannot be changed. Although most recipients said that they
did not feel different about themselves at all after having participated in the events,
many were surprised by the positive ways th at others saw them. The self-concept of
three recipients appeared to have been permanently, positively altered. This may
indicate support for the reflected appraisal process, especially since aU three indicated
that they’d previously felt weak in the aspects which were positively appraised, and
those particular areas being appraised were of specific concern to each recipient. The
feet that such effects were mentioned by only three recipients however, makes support
for the theory uncertain.
Some group learning theory also appeared to be supported. The events proved
to contribute to recipients ’ personal growth and development in ways similar to those
64
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provided by T-groups. Many recipients expressed how they better understood, and
had become more sensitive to, their own and other’s needs for enhanced
communication and appreciation. Some also felt that the events introduced them to a
new way of feeling satisfied. In m ost cases recipients were made more clearly aware
ofthe impact they have had in the lives of their loved ones, and some indicated a
change in their self- identity. All recipients ’ moods were enhanced, most developed a
greater acceptance of others, and some also expressed gaining a greater acceptance of
them selves. The group process of Living Expressions provided a powerful medium of
change for some recipients.
The feet that the group process did not seem to affect self-esteem is an
anomaly. For the recipients in the large, mutual exchange event, it could perhaps be
accounted for by the lack of a cohesive format in that group, however, that would not
account for the same lack of changes in selfiesteem evident in other groups. Miller
(1959) and Yalom (1975) say that how much a person is affected by group feedback
depends not only on how important the group is to the person, but also on how
firequent and specific the feedback is, and the importance put on the traits and qualities
which are highlighted in the group. The lack of evidence showing that Living
Expressions affect self-esteem could relate to a lack of importance given by recipients
to the event itself however recipients ’ responses do not support this. It could also
relate to the infrequency with which recipients receive specific appreciative feedback,
and/or it could be due to a lack of relative importance the recipient gives to the
feedback. Interviews conducted closer to the time ofthe event could reveal more
definitively what was s aid to recipients, how important this information was to them,
and how often they received such feedback. Other possibilities include fectors such
as : feedback coming from femily and fiiends instead of a professional made it les s
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effective; since the groups were not run by a professional, effects on self-esteem did
not last; or, as mentioned before, self-esteem is generated in childhood and therefore
should not be expected to change.
Recipients generally seem ed to have been m ost powerfully affected in areas
relating to them selves and others when: they felt particularly distant or had problems
with certain participants; there were aspects of themselves which they felt others did
not understand or appreciate; participants commented upon positive aspects of
themselves which recipients were not aware of recipients learned something which
made them understand participants better. Since some of th ese occurrences took
place as a result of disclosures during all Living Expressions, aH recipients felt they
had benefited in some way firom the events. Relationships which recipients did not
feel were much affected by the events primarily appeared to be those which recipients
already considered close before the event.
Many recipients felt that a new and improved understanding of a particular
participant changed their relationship with that person. However, a reciprocal feeling
was rarely communicated. It was suggested that when a recipient felt prior distance
from a participant, the process of participant disclosure created a new understanding
and feeling of acceptance within the recipient which caused the recipient to then feel
closer to the participant. A mutual feeling of resolve was not experienced by the
participant because he or she did not have a previous sen se of distance. This kind of
understanding sometimes gave the whole event particular significance to recipients,
however it was not verified whether or not all recipients who strongly felt this way
towards a participant had previous feelings of dis tance.
Support w as found for the concepts of social penetration theory which suggest
that relationships both deepen over time and are enhanced by the disclosure of
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personal information. All recipients, without exception, felt that the event had some
kind of positive impact on their relationships with some or all participants. The
disclosures which took place had long term effects, the least of which included,
strengthened, reinforced, or deepened relationships with other participants.
Statements by m ost recipients indicated that disclosing positive feelings to fonuly
members and was easy, though for some it was hard to think of the right words to say
in the event context. The information which was obtained about how people felt about
their relationships before and after the event, radicated that most relationships were
deepened as a result of the disclosures that took place--regardless of how close the
relationship was before the event. This supported concepts about the linear and
continually deepening nature of self-disclosure. Support for the cyclical nature of
self-disclosure was not confirmed during the study. However, informal dis cuss ions
with recipients, and experiences of the researcher cum recipient, demonstrate that
interactions with participants—both before and after the event—have cycled through
times of increasing and decreasing openness. This experience suggests that
self-disclosure is both linear and cyclical.
Recommendations
In the future, it is recommended that interviews take place as soon after events
as possible. This would help determine whether or not there were more immediate
efects which could not be determined in this study due to the time which had passed
since the events took place. It would also help lessen occurrences of recipients and
participants forgetting what had taken place at the events. Future studies should
distinguish w hether the events have more or less impact depending upon if they are
conducted around one-way or mutual exchange disclosures. Interviews are
recommended with participants in order to discover differences in participant reactions
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depending on how events are conducted. This type of investigation would help
determine the m ost efective method of conducting events and would determine the
risks, or lack thereof for each method. It would be interes ting to determine if there are
differences in effects depending on whether participants are fenrily members or friends.
It would also be interesting to discover if effects are more poignant or meanmgfiü for a
person who organized an event and was also the recipient, versus a person who did
not organize the event but who was a recipient. The effects of participating in, or
being the recipient of more than one event should be examined, as should the
regularity with which events should take place for maximum and ongoing benefits. It
is suggested that all future events be well-organized and have a specific structure
which is followed. This is especially important in larger gatherings in order to prevent
people from accidentally being left out of the appreciation process. A template
containing questions--such as those recommended by Schaeffer (1995)—that get
people thinking about specific ways and reasons why they appreciate someone should
also be provided to participants before the event. This could help prevent participants
from not knowing what to say to recipients on the one hand, and from recipients feeling
under-appreciated by participants who can not think of much to say on the other. The
expression of negative self-disclosures in events should be further considered and
perhaps somehow effectively incorporated. Finally, it is recommended that future
studies of Living Expressions include more diverse respondents, and that it be
determined w hether or not these events can or should be inçlem ented by individuals
with more dysfunctional relationships.
Conclusions
This research contains temporal reflections and responses about the effects
that Living Expressions have had on eleven recipients including the author. P ast and
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future studies of the sam e topic, even with the same respondents, would undoubtedly
reveal different information. The participants in the inquiry did, in the majority of
cases, respond to questions related to Living Expression events which took place two
to three years previously. Clandinin and Connelly ( 1994) write: “ Memory, unaided by
field texts —for instance, a child’s journal; parents ’, fiiends ’, and other’s
remembrances; photographs of the child—has an uncertain status and, for the most
part, expresses a current voice rather than a historical voice” (p. 424). The problem
with this is that the information uncovered at present may reflect primarily longer,
rather than shorter term effects of Living Expressions. Of course, present-day
discoveries also cannot account for changes in perception that m ay happen in the
future, and continuing studies will have to be made to update all information in order
for it to remain as current as possible. Denzin (1994) says: “ . . . no permanent telling
of a story can be given. There are only always different versions of different, not the
same, stories, even when the same site is studied” (p. 506).
At the time of the interviews, respondents indicated a strong positive response
to Living Expressions and felt that the events had enhanced different aspects of their
fives in specific and significant ways. May the stories about Living Expressions
multiply and grow.
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